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This dissertation explores historical processes and daily practices of 
indigenization within the context of British Columbia’s model for delegating Aboriginal 
agencies for child and family services.  This research draws from historical data, 
examining the ways in which contemporary indigenization within Aboriginal child 
welfare is shaped by Canada’s colonial past- most notably, the historical relationship 
between the Indian Residential School System and Aboriginal child welfare in Canada.  
Grounded in indigenous methodologies, research practice, and critical theory, this 
dissertation queries indigenization within the Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare 
Association (PACWA).  This dissertation explores the complexity of the urban setting in 
which PACWA operates, providing case studies of daily practices of indigenization 
within the association, considering the roles of Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers throughout this process, and arguing for the need to reframe urban Aboriginal 
child welfare in Canada. This dissertation asserts that Indigenization at PACWA is 
making significant differences in the lives of children and families involved in Aboriginal 
child welfare and that Aboriginal families continue to have their children removed at 
alarming rates most often because they are living in the aftermath of colonization, amidst 
contemporary conditions that continue to marginalize Aboriginal peoples.  Indigenization 
is a process that can and is being achieved within the context of child welfare in British 
Columbia today.  It is a process connected to Aboriginal sovereignty, self-government, 
	  
identity and mainstream-Aboriginal relations.  It is also a process that is making 
significant impacts in the lives of those connected to Aboriginal child welfare (Aboriginal 
and otherwise), while simultaneously being challenged by the structural inequalities and 
political eddies that continue to marginalize urban Aboriginal peoples.  This research 
demonstrates that successful indigenization practice, at the level of large organizations 
such as PACWA, requires that various levels of Canadian government view them as true 
partners in a project of decolonization and indigenization.  This requires a recognition 
and honouring of history and diversity of Aboriginal peoples in Canada, validated by 
means of mutual respect and sharing power. 
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   ii.	  Introduction	  	  
Indigenous diversity, an open land claims process, urban reserves, and a relatively 
young and rapidly growing indigenous population all make British Columbia one of the 
most unique places in the indigenous world.  With the 3rd largest Aboriginal population in 
Canada and four reserves in close proximity to the city centre (Environics 2010), 
Vancouver is especially unique when it comes to the relatively recent concept and 
process of indigenization.  Within the Canadian context, projects of indigenization come 
face-to-face with historical questions that have deep contemporary significance.  How do 
large service providers engage relatively young, rapidly growing, and exceedingly 
diverse urban Aboriginal populations?  Can we talk simultaneously about a single 
generalized Aboriginal culture and dozens of specific and distinct ones?  What is the 
relatively new concept and process of indigenization?  What does it look like, can it 
actually be accomplished, and what does it tell us about the evolving relationship 
between Aboriginal peoples and nations and the structures, policies and attitudes of 
mainstream Canadians and the Canadian state?  The answers to these questions reveal 
much about the continuing development of British Columbia, and provide knowledge and 
insights useful for those engaged in similar processes elsewhere in the indigenous world.    
British Columbia’s model for delegating Aboriginal child welfare organizations is 
the most complicated in Canada (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013), and represents a new form 
of Aboriginal-state relations.  It has led to the emergence of two dozen Aboriginal 
organizations across the province delivering child and family services, as directed by 
Aboriginal leaders, Elders and Knowledge Keepers.  This dissertation involved roughly 
16 months of fieldwork exploring historical and daily practices of indigenization at 
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Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association (PACWA) in Vancouver, British 
Columbia.  PACWA was particularly well suited for this research, as they are a major 
public institution delegated through the province of British Columbia, with a budget of 
more than 30 million dollars annually.  The diversity present among staff, families 
served, foster parents contracted, and community partners provides a fertile ground to 
explore the process and achievement of indigenization in a large urban centre.  
This research demonstrates that indigenization is a process that is indeed being 
achieved at PACWA- despite numerous barriers and challenges.  As the following 
chapters will demonstrate, indigenization in urban centres requires a shift away from 
dichotomous thinking towards an Aboriginal perspective of “and/and,” rather than 
“either/or” (this distinction is further elaborated throughout this dissertation).  
Indigenization is a process that is accomplished through daily practices across historical 
cycles.  While it is possible, the achievement of successful indigenization practice varies 
with the particularities of the current political climate and administration.  Despite the 
challenges that government and other groups place on indigenization practice, such as the 
Delegation Enabling Agreement and provincial legislation to which PACWA is help 
accountable, indigenization is achieved through resistance and adaptive response by 
Aboriginal peoples and their allies. 
 Though we can definitely say that indigenization is happening, it’s achievement 
often reveals a paradox (or and/and) of practice.  On the frontlines of organizations like 
PACWA, innovative practices if indigenization include the development of protocols 
with Aboriginal bands and other delegated agencies, incorporating ceremony and other 
Aboriginal healing and restorative practices into organizational policy and procedures, 
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and remaking tools, documents and social organizations inherited by government in ways 
grounded in Aboriginal culture, knowledge and worldview.  The paradox arises when we 
recognize that while such indigenization practices support families through the child 
welfare system on a daily basis, statistics reveal that neither the overrepresentation or 
total number of Aboriginal youth in out of home care are being reduced (Blackstock 
2003).  “In fact,” as Cindy Blackstock has noted, “more Aboriginal children are placed in 
out-of-home care today than in residential schools at the height of the residential school 
movement” (Trocomé, Knoke and Blackstock, 2004: 579).  Indigenization may make it 
easier for Aboriginal families to navigate the child welfare system, for example, making 
their journey through the system more historically sensitive, culturally relevant, and 
meaningful, but it doesn’t necessarily reduce the number of children removed from 
Aboriginal families and communities.  
This is not a testament to the failure or ineffectiveness of indigenization practice, 
but instead reveals that indigenization, even at the level of a large government funded 
organization such as PACWA, cannot necessarily circumvent or disable the structural 
inequalities that continue to marginalize Aboriginal peoples in British Columbia and 
across Canada.  A positive trajectory through the child welfare system, for example, does 
not necessarily remove or even reduce the deeper structural features that continue to keep 
Aboriginal families in poverty- a factor linked to the majority of children removals by 
child welfare authorities.  Furthermore, historical gains achieved through indigenization 
also have the potential of being disabled, almost immediately, when the prevailing 
political administration fails to value or place trust in Aboriginal history, knowledge, 
worldview, and partnership.  During the final months of this research, for example, the 
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Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD) made the arbitrarily decision to 
suspended the Aboriginal Operational Practice Standards and Indicators (AOPSI)- which 
had been developed by leaders in the field of Aboriginal child welfare across the province 
over more than 2 decades.  Instead, MCFD elected to spend roughly 180 million on the 
development of a new information system that many participants in this research argue 
sets the stage for disabling the indigenization of child welfare practice across the 
province.  This decision was made without the consultation of Aboriginal peoples, and in 
disregard of alternate processes and paradigms for achieving the same ends that had 
emerged through indigenization practices. 
This central argument of this dissertation asserts that Indigenization at PACWA is 
making significant differences in the lives of children and families involved in Aboriginal 
child welfare and Aboriginal families continue to have their children removed at 
alarming rates most often because they are living in the aftermath of colonization, amidst 
contemporary conditions that continue to marginalize Aboriginal peoples: and/and.  
Indigenization is a process that can and is being achieved within the context of child 
welfare in British Columbia today.  It is a process connected to Aboriginal sovereignty, 
self-government, identity and mainstream-Aboriginal relations.  It is also a process that is 
making significant impacts in the lives of those connected to Aboriginal child welfare 
(Aboriginal and otherwise), while simultaneously being challenged by the structural 
inequalities and political eddies that continue to marginalize urban Aboriginal peoples.  
This research demonstrates that successful indigenization practice, at the level of large 
organizations such as PACWA, requires that various levels of Canadian government view 
them as true partners in a project of decolonization and indigenization.  This requires a 
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recognition and honouring of history and diversity validated by means of mutual respect 
and sharing power.   
 This research is grounded in indigenous approaches to anthropology, and is 
reflexively situated by my positionality as a Métis scholar.  It draws from my experiences 
living, working and conducting research with indigenous peoples across the Americas.  In 
congruence with indigenous approaches to social science, story is a methodology that 
runs through this research, connecting theory and practice, and anchoring the process 
through which findings are identified and elaborated (Kovach 2009).    
One afternoon, during the summer of 2009, I sat in small cinder block home in 
with a group of Elders in a Q’eqchi’ Maya village in the lowland jungles of southeastern 
Guatemala.  I was mid-way through my Masters research exploring Q’eqchi’ narratives 
and practices of asserting land rights within a concession of land sold to a Canadian 
mining company by the dictatorship during Guatemala’s civil war.  That afternoon, the 
Elders had set their minds to a number of things.  Given the climate of forced evictions, 
physical violence and sometimes assassination of indigenous leaders in the area, the first 
agenda item was to reaffirm the conclusion made earlier that summer that I was not, in 
fact, a spy working with the mining company and local police.  The more interesting 
question, however, revolved around how and why I had selected the village in which I 
was conducting my research- given the fact that there were twenty-four Q’eqchi’ villages 
within the mining concession.   
Throughout my research that summer, it became evident that while the Q’eqchi’ 
share a common ancestry, language and culture, the communities within the concession 
represented multiple opinions about and strategies towards mining developments in the 
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region.  It also became clear that negotiations between the mining company and local 
officials on the one hand, and local Maya leaders on the other, tended to homogenize 
Q’eqchi’ communities within the concession- reducing multiple positions and stakeholder 
communities to one essentialized voice.  For the most part, the mining company failed to 
acknowledge important diversities within a set of people and communities they had 
constructed as uniform members of a single indigenous culture.   
The position of Q’eqchi’ communities in relation to mining development in the 
region differed on the basis of many practical realities and concerns.  In some 
communities oral histories about the last 40 years of mining in the region provided 
powerful cautionary tales leading to distrust and disbelief that the company was telling 
the truth and would follow through with any promises or commitments made.  In other 
communities, where a local NGO funded through the mine had created a number of 
projects for social development (such as tilapia farms, and women’s collectives), there 
was a growing perception that this company was different from those of the past.        
My answer to the Elders that sunny afternoon in Q’eqchi’ territory about why I 
had chosen Santa Maria1 as the field site for my research was a pragmatic one.  My 
connection to the region had initially been made by a contact at the local NGO funded by 
the mine.  They suggested a community where they had developed relationships based on 
a tilapia aquaculture project organized by a women’s collective that they had funded.  
While this connection was the source of most allegations that I was a spy for the mining 
company funding the NGO, it also prompted the Elders to invite me to visit other 
communities in the concession that did not have funded projects for social development.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  A	  pseudonym	  for	  the	  actual	  name	  of	  the	  village	  where	  I	  conducted	  my	  research	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With each new community visited, the differences in perceptions of and attitudes towards 
mining development in the region both within and between these 24 communities became 
increasingly evident.  While the diversities within and between these Q’eqchi’ 
communities were starkly evident in conversations with the Q’eqchi’ leaders, school 
teachers, plantation workers, and other villagers who participated in this research, they 
tended to be homogenized if not obscured the closer one got to the context of bargaining 
and negotiation between local indigenous leaders and advocates on one hand and the 
mining company and local government officials on the other.         
Indigenous diversities complicate the work of the state.  Throughout the Americas 
the discourses and policies of colonial settler society have worked to homogenize 
indigenous populations in ways that enable efficient cost-effective operations of various 
levels of government.  While indigenous diversities continue to complicate the context of 
negotiations for land rights, resource access, use and management in rural settings, and 
indigenous sovereignty, the Americas have witnessed a new context of urban indigenous 
diversity over the past half-century.  Indigenous urbanization has occurred and different 
times and within different contexts across North, Central and South America.     
Two years later, during the summer of 2011, I found myself in a meeting room on 
the Squamish Capilano reserve in North Vancouver.  This time I was seated with a 
Squamish chief and two senior level social workers from the Pacific Aboriginal Child 
Welfare Association2 (PACWA).  The topic of this afternoon was the development of a 
Welcoming Ceremony for Aboriginal children and families who become involved in 
PACWA’s Family Preservation program.  This time the focus of the discussion turned to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  The	  pseudonym	  for	  the	  organization	  where	  I	  conducted	  my	  dissertation	  research	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the issue of diversity between indigenous cultures- rather than within them.  PACWA is 
mandated through the provincial government to provide child welfare services to 
Aboriginal families residing in City of Vancouver.  Of the 40,000 Aboriginal people 
living in Vancouver (Environics Institute 2010), PACWA works with 500 families- 
representing 30 unique Aboriginal cultures from more than 100 communities in British 
Columbia and elsewhere across Canada.   
In assuming control of an institution and mandate previously the domain of the 
provincial government, PACWA has set itself to the task of decolonizing and 
indigenizing the structures, policies and practices of child welfare that it inherited.  
Central to this project of indigenization, as the chief at Squamish pointed out that 
afternoon, is the recognition that the path forward must simultaneously acknowledge 
local Aboriginal territories and protocols, while also incorporating cultural elements from 
the diverse Aboriginal children and families with whom the Association works.  The 
ceremony that emerged over the next few months was eventually written into policy, with 
the goal of being imbedded in structures of supervision at PACWA making social 
workers accountable to providing a Welcoming Ceremony to new families accessing 
Family Preservation services at the Association.  The case in interesting for a number of 
reasons, and is discussed further in chapter 6.               
In the case of the Q’eqchi’ communities in Guatemala, important difference in 
local histories and contemporary positionalities created important differences within a 
common cultural group that presented complexities in negotiations with a state-corporate 
partnership that failed to perceive indigenous difference as a significant feature of the 
negotiation process.  As I sat in a circle of folding chairs, a warm breeze gently flooding 
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through the paneless cinderblock window, the Q’eqchi Elders discussed the importance 
of recognizing commonalities (such as the common claim to the concession as traditional 
Q’eqchi’ territory) while also recognizing important differences in the needs and 
positions of the villages in the area (and particular groups of people within these 
villages). 
The discussion that afternoon in the Squamish territories of Coast Salish country 
also revolved around the complexities presented by diversities within and between 
Indigenous communities and cultures.  Though the context shifts from Guatemala to 
Canada, from rural to urban, and from land rights and resource negotiations to child 
welfare, an important complexity framing this context remains a constant: projects of 
indigenous-state relations in the Americas increasingly involve complex indigenous 
communities and coalitions with diversities that colonial discourses and perceptions are 
ill equipped to identify and comprehend.  The epistemology and worldview of liberal 
democratic settler society in the Americas is deeply rooted in binary oppositions and 
dichotomous understandings that operate to homogenize the oppositional categories they 
create.   
Within the context of urban indigenization, the either/or thinking of mainstream 
Canadian settler society meetings the and/and perspective of diverse Aboriginal cultures.   
Theories of indigenous people, indigeneity and indigenization define important features 
of this conceptual terrain, and suggest multiple paths of approach for the translation of 
theoretical explorations of urban indigenization into clear and relevant practice (Hart 
2009b).  Ethnographic research of tripartite negotiations between indigenous 
communities, state officials, and corporations (Nadasdy, 2003), and explorations of 
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international indigenous networks of collaboration and exchange and partnerships 
(Conklin and Graham 1995; Blaser, Feit and McRae 2004) are two examples of work 
exploring these issues on an international and sometime urban context.  Within the 
context of social work, a great deal of Aboriginal literature and research has emerged 
examining the relationship between federal and provincial jurisdictions over Aboriginal 
children, and the evolving relationships between provincial and territorial child welfare 
systems and emerging Aboriginal organizations for child and family services (Blackstock 
2003, 2007; Desmeules 2007; Sinclair 2007; Baike 2009; Richardson 2009; Baskin 
2009).                    
In Canada these queries and explorations are increasingly finding their way from 
the backcountry reserve context to which indigenous peoples were historically relegated 
into the heart of the metropole.  The complexities of contemporary urban Aboriginal 
populations present new challenges to understandings of indigenous people and 
indigenization practice.  This dissertation explores these challenges within the context of 
urban Aboriginal child welfare in Vancouver, British Columbia.      
In Canada today, the Aboriginal population is relatively young, rapidly growing, 
and increasingly moving into urban centres.  The Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study, 
published by the Environics Institute in 2010, examined trends within Aboriginal 
populations in 11 urban centres across Canada: Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton, 
Saskatoon, Regina, Winnipeg, Thunder Bay, Toronto, Montreal, Halifax and Ottawa.  As 
the report indicates, as of 2006 (the most recent national census data available at the time) 
“there are 615 First Nations communities [across Canada], which represent more than 50 
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nations or cultural groups and 50 Aboriginal languages” (Environics Main Report 2010: 
23).   
Between 1996 and 2006, the Aboriginal population of Canada grew by 45% 
(compared with 8% for the non-Aboriginal population), and 48% of Aboriginal people in 
Canada are less than 25 years old (compared to 31% of non-Aboriginals) (Environics 
Main report 2010:24-25).  Close to 70% of Aboriginals in Canada now live off reserve, 
and 55-60% of Aboriginals live in urban areas (Statistics Canada 2006).  Between 2001 
and 2026, the population of Aboriginals between 15 and 29 is projected to grow by 37% 
compared with 6% for the general Canadian population (Statistics Canada 2006).  
Aboriginal children and families remain starkly overrepresented within the child 
welfare system in Canada.  While Aboriginal peoples make up some 6% of Canada‘s 
population, they represent an estimated 40% of children living in foster care (Bopp et al 
1989).  In British Columbia more than half of youth in foster care are Aboriginal 
(Ministry of Child and Family Development 2006).  The challenges they face are a direct 
result of Canada’s colonial history, most specifically: the Indian Residential School 
System (IRSS), the Reserve and Band systems, the 60s Scoop, and the continued 
involvement of the state in supporting policies and structures that contribute to the 
reproduction of poverty, underemployment, substance misuse, incarceration, suicide and 
dependency of Aboriginal peoples (Fournier and Crey 1997; Helin 2006; Hick 2006; 
Steckley and Cummins 2008).   
British Columbia’s delegation model in the most complex in Canada (Sinha and 
Kozlowski 2013) and has enabled the emergence and development of Aboriginal 
agencies for child and family services.  These organizations have received the legal 
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mandate over child and family services for Aboriginal peoples in the discrete areas in 
which they operate, with the power to create policies and procedures congruent with 
specific Aboriginal protocols, knowledge systems, spirituality, and philosophies of 
healing and development.  Within urban spaces this project becomes exceedingly 
complex, as the diversity between and within of Aboriginal children and families defies 
homogeneity by any measure. 
In a nation where Aboriginal peoples remain starkly overrepresented in the child 
welfare system (Blackstock 2003), governments struggle to find effective models to 
address the root causes perpetuating this cycle in culturally relevant ways.  This is further 
complicated by the fact that more than half of the Aboriginal population in Canada 
resides in urban settings, with the majority of Aboriginal people having ancestry in more 
than one Aboriginal culture.  Within this context, large service providers (Aboriginal or 
otherwise) inescapably encounter a politics of diversity within daily practices of 
decolonization and indigenization.     
This dissertation explores the emergence, growth and development, and daily 
practices of decolonization and indigenization at Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare 
Association (PACWA)- a delegated Aboriginal organization for child and family services 
based in a large urban centre in British Columbia.  PACWA emerged through community 
advocacy in response to the transition from residential schooling into provincial systems 
of child welfare that continued to patholagize Aboriginal families, remove Aboriginal 
children at alarming rates, and place these children in non-Aboriginal homes where much 
of the neglect, abuse, and other injustices pervasive in the residential schooling system 
was perpetuated.  The incorporation of PACWA led to the development of models of 
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advocacy and support for families involved in the child welfare system that applied 
diverse ancestral Aboriginal knowledge systems, spirituality and worldview to the 
contemporary realities facing Canada’s rapidly urbanizing Aboriginal population.  Upon 
entering the delegation model, this foundation (developed over more than a decade) 
became subject to provincial legislation, practice standards and information systems, 
under the scrutiny of the Ministry of Child and Family Development. 
This argument is laid out across eight chapters throughout this dissertation.  
Chapter I, Background, touches upon the relevant history of colonization in BC, 
exploring how the reserves, band and residential school systems impacted Aboriginal 
systems of community, kinship and childcare.  This chapter examines the connection 
between the Indian Residential School System (IRSS) and Aboriginal Child Welfare, as 
facilitated through the emergence of professional social work and provincial and 
territorial systems of child welfare in Canada.  This chapter also discusses the political 
context in which delegated Aboriginal agencies for child welfare emerged.  It chronicles 
the continuity of colonial discourses in early British Columbia through the IRSS, the 
emerging profession of social work, and the establishment of the Ministry of Child and 
Family Development in the province.  The chapter closes with a discussion of how this 
history has shaped the contemporary context of efforts to indigenizing Aboriginal social 
work, and the complexity such projects involve within urban settings in Canada. 
Chapter II, Research Practice and Methodology, outlines the timeframe and 
phases of this research, discussing the pilot, pre-dissertation, and dissertation research.  
This involves a discussion of the design, implementation, interpretation and analysis of 
the data generated, as well as the methodology and research practices used to generate the 
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data set.  As this research is grounded in indigenous research methodologies, this chapter 
also involves a discussion of indigenous research methods generally, and indigenous 
approaches to research within the context of social work more specifically.  Finally, the 
chapter comments on the history of anthropology focusing on and conducted with 
indigenous peoples in British Columbia.  Drawing on the history outlined in chapter I, the 
chapter explores the relevance of grounding research conducted in partnership with 
Aboriginal organizations in indigenous methodologies and research practices.  Finally, 
this chapter discusses my positionality as a researcher with both Aboriginal and settler 
ancestry, and the reflexive use of this positionality in conducting research in diverse 
urban spaces.  
Chapter III, Theoretical Orientation, begins with a discussion of the emergence of 
the term “indigenous peoples” in the 1970s, alongside the emergence of theories of 
indigeneity, indigenism and indigenization.  I draw from many of these theories to frame 
the theoretical orientation of this research, but also critically engage theories of 
indigenization in terms of their applicability to diverse urban Aboriginal populations.  
This chapter also discusses collaborative, historically sensitive, and culturally relevant 
approaches to anthropology that arose in response to the critique of anthropology’s 
historic relationship to colonization and intellectual imperialism.  These theories build 
upon the rationale for the methodology and ethnographic methods selected to generate 
this research.  This discussion is integrated with contemporary theories of indigenous 
social work, as elaborated by various Aboriginal intellectuals, researchers and 
practitioners.  Together, this chapter provides a synthesis of theoretical approaches that 
supports a collaborative, historically sensitive, and culturally relevant research 
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methodology.  This theoretically grounded approach lays the groundwork for the 
exploration of the indigenization of urban Aboriginal child welfare at the Pacific 
Aboriginal Child Welfare Association in Vancouver, British Columbia.    
Chapter IV, Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association (PACWA), provides an 
in depth discussion of the organization selected to collaborate as the field site for this 
research.  The chapter opens with a discussion of why PACWA is a particularly 
interesting organization in which to conduct research querying historical processes and 
daily practices of indigenization within the context of urban Aboriginal child welfare in 
Canada.  The chapter then moves to a discussion of the history of indigenization at 
PACWA, chronicling several distinct historical phases within the Association as it moved 
through British Columbia’s delegation model for child welfare.  This chapter also 
includes a discussion of the contemporary organizational structure of PACWA, including 
a discussion of the various programs, staff and clients served by the Association.    
Chapter V, Indigenization in Urban Spaces: Territory, Protocol and Contemporary 
Aboriginal Diversity, explores the complexities of indigenization in urban contexts.  The 
chapter discusses several examples presented by participants working o projects of 
indigenization across the province shared at the Provincial Roundtables for Urban 
Indigenization- an event coordinated for this research.  The examples provided explore 
issues of contemporary urban Aboriginal identity, representation, and diversity within 
processes and practices of urban indigenization.  The chapter then moves to a discussion 
of territory and protocols within urban indigenization, before a critical examination of 
some of the false dichotomies that often frame the work of indigenization.   
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Chapter VI, Daily Practices of Indigenization at PACWA, discusses three case 
studies of historical processes and daily practices of decolonization and indigenization 
within the Association.  The first case study explores PACWA’s dual mandate to 
provincial legislation and practice standards on the one hand and internally generated 
indigenized practice on the other.  This elucidates some of the common challenges and 
tensions that arise within daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.  The second case 
study explores a child protection social workers work with a family and community over 
a period of more than a year.  This case examines how social workers comprehend and 
navigate Aboriginal diversity in throughout their daily practice.  The third case study 
chronicles the design and development of a welcoming ceremony conducted in 
partnership between PACWA and the Squamish Nation.  These case studies map out the 
central challenges, tensions and successes within historical processes and daily practices 
of indigenization at PACWA.  
Chapter VII, Elders, Knowledge Keepers and Indigenization at PACWA, explores 
the role of Aboriginal leaders, Elders and Knowledge keepers in historic processes and 
daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.   This chapter begins with a discussion of 
the Homecoming and Reunification Ceremony, developed by Aboriginal Elders and 
Knowledge keepers working with PACWA, and practiced when children are returned to 
their families after being removed by child protection workers at PACWA.  The chapter 
then discusses the honouring the journey of our youth ceremony, as an example of an 
indigenized practice that simultaneously acknowledges local territory and protocols while 
making room for the flexible inclusions of foreign Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
protocols and practices.  This chapter also discusses the staff culture camp and Elders 
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Forum Series at PACWA.  Together, these five examples describe the diverse roles that 
Aboriginal leaders, Elders and Knowledge Keepers play in historic processes and daily 
practices of indigenization at PACWA. 
Chapter VIII, Conclusion: Reframing Urban Aboriginal Child Welfare, draws 
conclusions from the previous 7 chapters, arguing that within the context of urban 
indigenization, the either/or thinking of mainstream Canadian settler society meets the 
and/and perspective of diverse Aboriginal cultures.  Indigenization at PACWA is making 
significant differences in the lives of children and families involved in Aboriginal child 
welfare and that Aboriginal families continue to have their children removed at alarming 
rates most often because they are living in the aftermath of colonization, amidst 
contemporary conditions that continue to marginalize Aboriginal peoples: and/and.  
Indigenization is a process that can and is being achieved within the context of child 
welfare in British Columbia today.  It is a process connected to Aboriginal sovereignty, 
self-government, identity and mainstream-Aboriginal relations.  It is also a process that is 
making significant impacts in the lives of those connected to Aboriginal child welfare 
(Aboriginal and otherwise), while simultaneously being challenged by the structural 
inequalities and political eddies that continue to marginalize urban Aboriginal peoples.  
This research demonstrates that successful indigenization practice, at the level of large 
organizations such as PACWA, requires that various levels of Canadian government view 
them as true partners in a project of decolonization and indigenization.  This requires a 
recognition and honouring of history and diversity validated by means of mutual respect 
and sharing power.   
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I.	  Background	  
Introduction 
Prior to the arrival of Europeans, families and communities within the diverse 
Aboriginal societies in what is today known as Canada cared for their children in 
accordance with ancestral cultural philosophies, practices, and laws.  Despite the 
immense diversity across these territories, Aboriginal systems of community and 
childcare shared basic tenets- including the view of children as sacred gifts from the 
creator, and deep acknowledgment and value of extended family interdependence (Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996).  Contact with early European settlers and the 
project of colonization that followed has resulted in centuries of systematic disruption 
and disablement of Aboriginal systems of kinship, community, and childcare.  The Indian 
residential school, reserve and band systems were perhaps the most significant structural 
manifestations of colonization in Canada.  Beginning in the mid 1800s, these colonial 
systems began the work of dismantling pre-colonial Aboriginal economies and inter-
polity relations (McDonald 1994; Raibmon 2005;), dispossessing Aboriginal societies of 
their ancestral territories (Tennant 1990; McDonald 1994; Steckley and Cummins 2008), 
and imposing state-sponsored practices that have resulted in the removal of tens of 
thousands of Aboriginal children from their homes families and communities across 
Canada (Blackstock et al 2007; Sinha and Kozlowski 2013).   
With the rise of professional social work in Canada, Indian residential schools 
became the predominant placement option for Aboriginal children who were removed 
from their families by social workers and other agents of the colonial state.  As many 
scholars note, Aboriginal children were almost invariably removed due to the poverty, 
trauma and structural oppression inflicted on Aboriginal peoples by state-sponsored 
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colonial practices (Fourneir and Crey 1997; Blackstock 2003; Hick 2006; Blackstock et 
al 2007; Kozlowski et al 2011).  The shift from informal social services based on moral 
judgments of deserving and undeserving poor to professional social work grounded in 
scientific philanthropy unfortunately preserved many of the discourses, perceptions and 
practices that pathologized and persecuted Aboriginal children, families and communities 
(Hicks 2006).  The social work profession became one of the largest supporters of 
Canada’s Indian residential school system, advocating for these institutions well into the 
twentieth century.  With the eventual decline of residential schooling, provincial and 
territorial systems of child welfare emerged across Canada.  Many of the imperial 
perspectives and discourses foundational to the early colonial policy, initial systems of 
social services and the residential school system in Canada persisted throughout the 
transition from residential schooling into provincial and territorial child welfare in 
Canada (Blackstock et al 2007; Kozlowski et al 2011).  Colonial discourses spread far 
beyond the practice of social work, deeply embedded within settler society as a whole (in 
both Canada and the United States), and casting Aboriginal peoples as a vanishing savage 
race who were not using the lands “discovered” by settlers, with primitive and uncivilized 
minds and cultures (Francis 1992; Bird 1996; Mihesuah 1996; Clifton 1993; Perry 2001; 
Garroutte 2003; Raibmon 2005). 
Indigenous rights movements beginning in the latter half of the twentieth century 
began to call for the deconstruction of persistent colonial regimes and approaches 
internationally (Smith 1999; Blaser et al 2004; Alatas 2005).  Indigenous communities 
began to call for decolonization and indigenization of government policies and practices 
of child welfare (Fournier and Crey 1999; Hick 2006), resource and wildlife management 
	   20	  
(Nadasdy 2003; Blaser et al 2004), and systems of primary, secondary and higher 
education (Smith 1999), among other areas.  Within the Canadian context, Aboriginal 
communities began to organize in the 60s and 70s protesting the continued removal of 
children from their families and communities- both on and off reserve, and at rates 
comparable to those during the height of the residential school era (Fournier and Crey 
1997).   
In British Columbia, where the Royal Proclamation of 1763 preserved Aboriginal 
rights and title to unceded territories, Aboriginal communities set upon the path of 
establishing their own organizations for child and family services (Fournier and Crey 
1997; Hick 2006; Steckley and Cummins 2008).  Though two cases have resulted in 
unique achievements in Aboriginal sovereignty within this arena, British Columbia’s 
delegation model has emerged as the primary system governing the emergence and 
sustainability of the vast majority of Aboriginal organizations for child and family 
services in the province (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013).  While British Columbia’s 
delegation model provides some autonomy to Aboriginal organizations, it also binds 
them to congruence with provincial legislation, funding formulas and audited practice 
standards and information systems.  Within this context, decolonization and 
indigenization become a delicate balance between the particular Aboriginal culture(s) 
involved and the colonial attitudes and practices persistent within the provincial child 
welfare system in British Columbia, and Canada more broadly. 
Canada’s current population is estimated at 33 million.  Some 1.1 million of these 
people are Aboriginal.  According to the Constitution Act (1982), the Aboriginal 
population consists of three distinct groups: First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples. 
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Within these groups, 65% of Aboriginal children are First Nations (Statistics Canada, 
2006).  Alongside overrepresentation in the child welfare system, the legacy of 
colonization in Canada is evident through a number of statistics that persist within 
Aboriginal communities today: one in eight Aboriginal child are disabled (double the rate 
of all children in Canada); 43 percent of Aboriginal children lack basic dental care; 
overcrowding among First Nations families is double the rate of that for all Canadian 
families; mold contaminates almost half of all First Nations households; almost half of 
the Aboriginal children under 15 years old residing in urban areas live with a single 
parent; close to 100 First Nations communities must boil their water to make it safe to 
drink; and of all off-reserve Aboriginal children, 40 per cent live in poverty3.   
The child welfare system is Canada’s primary state-sponsored mechanism for 
responding to reports that a caregiver’s actions (or failures of action) pose a significant 
risk of harm to a child’s physical or emotional development.  Placement of a child in out-
of-home care is one of the system’s most serious protective measures (Gough, Shlonsky, 
& Dudding, 2009). Aboriginal children are currently greatly overrepresented in out-of-
home care in Canada, perpetuating a historical pattern of removing Aboriginal children 
from their homes that started with the residential school system of the past (Sinha et al., 
2011).  “If one were to apply the United Nations Human Development Index to 
Aboriginal communities in Canada they would rank 68th out of 174 nations. Canada’s 
current ranking is 8th, it was once 1st, but conditions on reserves have since lowered the 
country’s position.  Additionally, diabetes among Aboriginal communities is almost four 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  CBC	  Friday,	  November	  24,	  2006	  
	   22	  
times the national average, one in three Aboriginal people consider their drinking water 
unsafe and suicide accounts for 38% of all [Aboriginal] child deaths” (Garydon 2008: 1).   
In the United Nations Human Development Index for 2009, Canada climbed in 
the ranks to 4th4.  This elevation is status, however, is not likely due to an increase in the 
standard of living of Aboriginal peoples living on Reserves in Canada.  The 2008/2009 
Fact Sheet provided by the First Nations Assembly of Canada demonstrates that 
Aboriginal people in Canada continue to (1) live in third world conditions, (2) die earlier 
than non-Aboriginal Canadians, (3) face increased rates of suicide, diabetes, tuberculosis 
and HIV/AIDS, (4) face a crisis in housing and living conditions, (5) achieve 
disproportionately low levels of education, (6) lack jobs and economic opportunities, (7) 
and receive less from all levels of government than non-Aboriginal Canadians5.  
The overwhelming majority of delegated Aboriginal agencies in British Columbia 
serve Aboriginal communities on reserve (sometimes dealing with multiple Aboriginal 
cultures) and are funded through the federal government.  A small majority provide 
services to British Columbia’s increasing urban Aboriginal population within urban 
centres across the province and are funded through the provincial government (Sinha and 
Kozlowski 2013).  Urban Aboriginal organizations for child welfare are a recently new 
phenomenon in Canada, and deal with immense cultural diversity.  Within this context, 
projects of indigenization become strikingly complex, and challenge current theories and 
paradigms of indigenization.             
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Contact, Colonization and the Disruption of Aboriginal Systems of 
Community, Kinship, and Child Care 
In 1778 Captain James Cook landed on the Northwest Coast, in the region that is 
today British Columbia, claiming the lands for the British Empire.  This was just 15 years 
after the Royal Proclamation of 1763, asserting recognition that Aboriginal peoples did in 
fact hold title over their ancestral lands in British Columbia.  The appropriation of 
Aboriginal land on the Northwest Coast began with the establishment of fortified trading 
posts by the colonial government.  Fort Langley was built in 1827, Fort Victoria in 1843, 
and Fort Yale in 1848.  Aboriginal communities sold salmon to provision these posts, and 
Aboriginal men were drafted onto work crews and paid to assist in surveying and 
construction work.  These activities began to impact and reorient the economy of 
indigenous persons and polities from its pre-contact orientation (Steckley and Cummins 
2008).  The Indian residential school, reserve, and band systems all emerged in the mid 
1800s, alongside a series of colonial policies and legislation that operated to disrupt and 
reorient Aboriginal systems of community, kinship and child care. 
In 1857 the colonial population of British Columbia hovered around 500, with 
some 70,000 Aboriginal peoples residing within their ancestral and unceded territories.  
By the end of 1858, 30,000 men had arrived in the region- most of them traveling by 
steamer from San Francisco to Victoria, making their way into the Georgia Straight and 
up the mouth of the Fraser River in hopes of making it rich (Forsythe & Dickson 2007).  
British Columbia’s gold rush drastically impacted the region, spurring James Douglas, 
the colonial governor at the time, to move swiftly towards formalizing British control 
over the colony.  “As a fur trader, Douglas had witnessed the influx of American settlers 
into Oregon that had trumped Britain’s claim to the area.  He also knew that gold and the 
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Americans together had turned a Mexican colony into the state of California.  Manifest 
Destiny was never far from his mind.  The phrase was first promoted in the US in 1845 
by John L. O’Sullivan, a journalist and Democrat who believed the US was destined by 
God to “overspread” the continent” (Forsythe and Dicksen 2007: 17-18).     
Colonial British Columbia was a territory as diverse in natural resources as it was 
in people.  Throughout the middle of the 1800s local Aboriginal people lived and worked 
alongside prairie Cree and Iroquois voyageurs, Chinese, Hawaiian and US citizens, 
newcomers of African descent, and settlers from all corners of Europe.  All of these 
differing people came to British Columbia, thousands at a time, in search of gold and a 
new and better life.  As Foresythe and Dickson note, “nine out of ten of those first fortune 
seekers were American.  Many came from California, having been through one gold rush 
already… They brought the culture of the pistol and the bowie knife and vigilante justice.  
They also brought with them the belief that the only good Indian was a dead Indian.  And 
they were ready to fight Indians and whoever else stood in their way on “Fraser’s River”” 
(Forsythe and Dickson, 2007: 10-11). American colonial discourses imported to British 
Columbia by American settlers in association with the gold rush began to mix with 
emerging Canadian discourses of Indians in increasingly diverse urban spaces as Victoria 
and Vancouver began to grow and develop.  
European settlement on the Northwest Coast was oriented towards producing 
resources to fuel the burgeoning British Empire, and later the settler states of the United 
States and Canada.  In the case of the British Empire, there was a desperate need for a 
cheap source of protein to fuel a growing industrial workforce, as well as for natural 
resources and raw materials for luxury goods (such as sea otter pelts).  Canneries 
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(fisheries), lumber mills, hops cultivation, sheep sheering, and other activities emerged to 
meet these needs, and relied heavily on indigenous labor (McDonald 1994; Raibmon 
2005).  In the mid 1800s Chinese and Japanese immigrants were also incorporated into 
the growing workforce on the Northwest Coast.  The colonial government both “othered” 
non-white races, but also brought them into their polity in a subservient position (Harmon 
1998).  As Raibmon notes, Aboriginal families were able to incorporate these activities 
into the annual cycle of their ancestral economies and maintain Aboriginal systems of 
community, kinship and childcare in the region until the 1850s (2005). 
Aboriginal cultures on the Northwest Coast traditionally moved through annual 
cycles of spring and summer fishing, hunting and food gathering and processing camps, 
autumn harvesting and processing camps, and winter village sites.  This cycle involves 
the production of food and other materials for a given year, gathering of surplus for 
potlatching and trade, and inter-polity relations.  Throughout this cycle children and 
youth were supported by their communities (in accordance with the kinship and clan 
structures of their particular Aboriginal society), and learned valuable information about 
territory, place names, resources, and inter-polity relations (Boas 1887, 1889; Adams 
1981; Halpin 1990).    
The dispossession of Aboriginal land, the imposition of the reserve and band 
systems, the spread disease to Aboriginal communities, and the Indian Residential School 
System (IRSS) were all connected processes within the history of British Columbia- and 
Canada more broadly.  Together they left the Aboriginal population of British Columbia 
decimated and traumatized well before the dawn of the twentieth century (Harris 2002; 
Steckley and Cummins 2008).  Ancestral territories and their anthropogenic landscapes 
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were a source of wellness for the Aboriginal nations that held stewardship over them.  
Forced eviction from these territories and relocation to reserve lands was crippling for 
Aboriginal sovereignty and self-government- particularly through the disruption of the 
annual cycles Aboriginal societies and cultures used to maintain traditional forms of 
cultural reproduction. 
In 1857 the Aboriginal population of British Columbia hovered around 70,000 
(Forsythe and Dickson 2007).  As Cole Harris notes, the gold rush of 1858 marked the 
onset of modern British Columbia.  It marked the demise of the fur trade in southern 
British Columbia, and broke down Aboriginal resistance across the province.  This was 
due, in large part, to the firepower and sheer military might of miners and the colonial 
military, and also the devastating epidemic of smallpox that raged through the province in 
1862.  Smallpox killed half to three-quarters or more of the population of many 
Aboriginal communities across the province (2002).  In many cases, communities were 
no longer feasible with so few survivors, and many amalgamated in the interest of 
survival. The Sto:lo First Nation, as one example, was formed when 22 bands came 
together (Miller 2008). 
Colonial movement westward in the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
caused increasing displacement and conflict between Aboriginal peoples and colonial 
settlers and other newcomers. The presence of Aboriginal peoples in these lands 
demanded a response from European governments.  “With the colonization of what 
would become known as Canada, the land’s original inhabitants became “the Indian 
problem,” and impediments to “civilization.”  Colonial representatives, and, later, 
government officials devised various schemes to address the problem, including land-
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cession treaties and assimilation policies.  Such schemes came at an extraordinary cost to 
the original inhabitants, not only financially, but more importantly in terms of the loss of 
Aboriginal lives and ways of living” (Hicks 2006: 197). 
 As Scott (1994), Steckley and Cummins (2008), and others have noted, once 
Aboriginal land was ceded and Canadian settlements were established, Aboriginal 
peoples were shunted aside onto small parcels of land largely devoid of any economic 
potential.  Because reserve land was held “in trust” by the federal government, it couldn’t 
be used as collateral for social or economic development (Scott 1994).  By confining 
Aboriginal peoples to reserves (and Inuit and Métis peoples to their settlements), the 
welfare of Aboriginal societies was persistently and systematically neglected.  Famines 
and epidemics, most commonly of smallpox and tuberculosis, were allowed to virtually 
decimate Aboriginal communities.  These communities were left unaided except for the 
relocation of their survivors to state institutions.  The housing provided to reserve 
communities was of the poorest quality, health care and education were until quite 
recently left to the Church, and little attention was paid by provincial or federal 
governments to the declining social and economic conditions within reserves (Scott 1994; 
Milloy 1999; Harris 2002; Hicks 2006; Steckley and Cummins 2008).     
 This had broad and far reaching implications for Aboriginal systems of 
community, kinship and childcare.  In British Columbia, forcible relocation and 
confinement of Aboriginal peoples on reserves meant that they could no longer engage in 
the ancestral cycles that formed the basis of pre-colonial Aboriginal economies.  Because 
the area set aside for reserves represented only small fractions of the traditional territories 
of the First Nations of British Columbia, these societies could no longer move between 
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winter villages, fishing camps, hunting grounds, food processing and preservation camps, 
and established trading locations.  Patterns of kinship and governance shifted along the 
Coast:  the northern peoples (such as the Tlingit, Haida and Tsimshian) are matrilineal; 
the southern peoples (such as the Coast Salish and Chemekum) are patrilineal; and the 
peoples of the central Coast (such as the Kwakwaka’wakw) have a blend of matrilineal 
and patrilineal features- sometimes being referred to as ambilineal or bilateral (Adams 
1981; Halpin and Seguin 1990; Bierwert 1999).  Each of these variable kinships 
structures was tied to an elaborate system by which women and men accessed 
stewardship rights over territory and resources, and consolidated economic power 
through marriage, potlatching and other traditional means (Bierwert 1999).  These 
systems involved particular practices of childcare through rites of passage and 
mentorship that were disabled by forced sedentism, forced participation in the band 
system of governance, and coerced participation in the wage labour economy.  Together 
the reserve and band systems disrupted Aboriginal models of community and inter-polity 
relations, while the residential school system disrupted Aboriginal systems of kinship and 
childcare.  This directly impacted Aboriginal sovereignty and self-government, impacting 
identity, cultural reproduction, and inter-polity relations among the distinct First Nations 
and other Aboriginal groups in British Columbia.    
The federal government established the Department of Indian Affairs in 1880 as 
the main vehicle to regulate and control Aboriginal movement and ways of living (Hicks 
2006).  This also involved a conscious effort on the part of the colonial administration to 
transform miners and other settlers into a civilized and superior class of subjects of the 
emerging Canadian state.  As Perry notes, “throughout the imperial world, officials 
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debated how unruly lots of unattached soldiers, miners, and other working-class men 
could be transformed into suitable representatives of their race, fit to rule over their racial 
inferiors” (Perry 2011: 195). 
“The history of colonial British Columbia stands as a sharp example of 
how whiteness was far from given or salient.  Whiteness was constructed, 
problematic, and fragile, an identity that was simultaneously created and 
destabilized by the backwoods experience.  In First Nations territories and 
among a plural settler community, people both learned to be white and had 
their whiteness threatened.  Whiteness was at once powerful and precarious.  
Exploring this dual character puts a signifier of dominance under the analytic 
lens usually reserved for subjugation” (Perry 2001: 197).  
 
As the category, identity and racial marker of whiteness emerged within Canada, so 
do did the corresponding designation of Indian.  Codified through law, and unwritten into 
colonial discourse and practice, the legal category of Indian emerged as one inescapably 
connected to Canada’s problematic colonial past.  The legal category of “Indian” is one 
that can only be achieved in Canada today by means of establishing ancestry with a 
federally recognized indigenous group.  The Indian Act, as Fleras and Elliott note, makes 
Canada one of the last countries in the world to have race-based legislation at the federal 
level (1992).  
 The Canadian Indian Residential School System (IRSS) 
Residential schools existed in Canada for over 100 years, from the early 1800s to 
mid 1990s, and were attended by approximately 100,000 students (Indian and Northern 
Affairs Canada, 2004).  These schools continued to be funded by the federal government, 
run in partnership with the Church, and supported by academic disciplines and 
professions such as social work despite ongoing criticism by contemporaries, publicized 
reports of the deaths and abuses of children, and a continuous failure demonstrate success 
in their stated goals and objectives of assimilating and/or integrating Indian children into 
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Canadian society (Milloy, 1999). Under the Indian residential school system numerous 
social, economic, and related problems continued to worsen.  One such problem, as noted 
by Blackstock, Brown and Bennett, was the protection and care of Aboriginal children 
(2007). 
While the fledgling Canadian government had committed to the IRSS in the 
middle of the 1840s, residential schools did not come to British Columbia until the 
second half of the century.  Metlakatla residential school was the first to open in the 
province in Northern BC in 1857, followed by St. Mary’s Mission in the Fraser Valley in 
1861.  More than 25% of the nation’s residential schools were located in the province of 
British Columbia, and 28 residential schools were in operation in BC between the years 
of 1857 and 1984 (Assembly of First Nations, 2010). 
In 1860 the assumed control of “Indian6” matters was transferred from the Crown 
to the British colonies (that would later become Canada), marking a significant change in 
the nature of the relationship between indigenous peoples and the emerging Canadian 
state.  The British North America Act of 1867 made “Indiansi” and lands reserved for 
Indians (reserves) a federal responsibility.  In 1869, the Act for the General 
Enfranchisement of Indians created and imposed Indian bands as an elected and 
municipal form of governance (Steckley and Cummins 2008).  The subsequent creation 
of the Indian Act in 1876, the banning of the potlatch (and Sundance) in 1884, and the 
creation of the Department of Indian Affairs in 1889 continued to create, define, and 
reproduce Indians as a legal designation, and a politicized and racialized category of 
persons.  The legal structures (such as the Indian Act), social organizations (such as band 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  The	  term	  “Indian”	  is	  used	  throughout	  this	  dissertation	  to	  refer	  to	  the	  legal	  category	  of	  Indian,	  as	  
defined	  by	  Canada’s	  Indian	  Act.	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councils) and cultural discourses (such as the “Indian problem”) created and imposed by 
Canadian and U.S. settler society have continued to shape the everyday lives of 
Aboriginal people in Canada.  
The Indian Residential School System (IRSS) was a tremendous undertaking on 
the part of both the state and church.  Indigenous children had to be forcibly collected in 
trucks, buses, or trains, and then transported- sometimes to great distances.  Residential 
schools served as the primary mechanism of Aboriginal child welfare in Canada between 
1879 and 1946 (Milloy, 1999).  During this period, the Canadian government’s policy 
was designed to assimilate Aboriginal peoples into Anglo-European culture by separating 
Aboriginal children from their families and placing them in residential schools.  As 
Milloy notes, the primary rationale for sending Aboriginal children to residential schools 
was that they were impoverished, neglected, and/or abused in their homes.  These 
practices, he notes, served as the initial mechanisms for state-sponsored Aboriginal child 
welfare in Canada.  These schools were developed to assimilate First Nations children 
and eliminate what Duncan Campbell Scott, Superintendent of Indian Affairs, called "the 
Indian problem" (Milloy, 1999).  The traditional long hair of children was cut, and they 
were dressed in European clothing, siblings were separated, and indigenous language and 
cultural practices were forbidden (Steckley and Cummins 2008). 
Between 1849 and 1871, colonial discourses connected race, gender and place 
towards the establishment of British Columbia as a Canadian province in 1876.  The 
language of imperialism wrote the history of the settlement of the Pacific Northwest and 
the establishment of British Columbia through a narrative that placed European settlers as 
civilized white people surrounded by savage Indians in an empty and undeveloped land 
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that could be transformed into an exemplary British colony, and later the nation of 
Canada.  Discourses central to the European Enlightenment and exercise of empire 
building and colonization prescribed a methodology of action and interaction, as well as 
assigning specific roles and categories to specific groups of people.  As Perry 
demonstrates in On the Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British 
Columbia, 1849-1871, people were categorized in accordance with where they fell along 
axis of both race and gender.  These colonial systems further disabled Aboriginal 
sovereignty and self-government through the imposition of British standards and values 
of race and gender.  As one example, the band system initially only allowed for only male 
chiefs and council members.  This was directly oppositional to Aboriginal systems, 
particularly in the northern parts of the province, where matriarchs and other female 
leaders played significant roles in Aboriginal societies and cultures. 
“A 1920 amendment to the Indian Act of 1876 made attendance at state-
sponsored schools mandatory for all school age children physically able to attend and 
allowed truant officers to enforce attendance by pursuing, arresting, and conveying to 
school truant children ("An Act to Amend the Indian Act," 1920, A10)” (Sinha and 
Kozlowski 2013:3).  Though legislation stated that only children between the ages of 7 
and 15 were required to attend, numerous participants in this research shared oral 
histories of family members who were taken much younger- with some accounts 
documenting children as young as 3 being taken to the schools. 
Inside the schools overcrowding and underfunding resulted in dangerous living 
conditions that facilitated the spread of disease, resulting in many preventable deaths 
(Bryce, 1922; Milloy, 1999).  One estimate suggests that 50% of children attending 
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residential school in the early 20th century died as a result of poor conditions (Sinha and 
Kozlowski 2013). Numerous and well documented accounts from the time, from both 
Aboriginal and settler sources, reveal that children in many schools were subject to 
severe physical abuse and, once the residential system began to close, there were 
revelations of widespread sexual abuse (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996; 
Fournier and Crey 1997; Milloy, 1999; Steckley and Cummins 2008). 
Social workers were among the strongest supporters of residential schools 
(Caldwell, 1967; Indian Residential School Survivors Society, 2006; Milloy, 1999).  
When a joint House of Commons and Senate committee recommended closure of all 
residential schools in 1948, the social work profession joined with churches in lobbying 
against such action (Indian Residential School Survivors Society, 2006).  Social workers 
perceived the schools as a useful and immediate way to alleviate the problems Aboriginal 
children faced, and they had come to use schools widely as a child welfare placement 
option (Indian Residential Schools Survivors Society, 2006). Social workers also took an 
active role in perpetuating the residential school system by serving on admissions 
committees (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). By the 1960s, for 
example, over 80% of the children in Saskatchewan residential schools were placed there 
by social workers (Caldwell, 1967; Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). 
In 1951 further amendments to the Indian Act allowed provincial child welfare 
authorities to deliver services on reserve.  Before this time, less than one percent of 
children in care in British Columbia were Aboriginal.  By the early 1960s approximately 
34% of children in care were Aboriginal (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 
1996). The rate of child apprehension was even greater in some specific communities. 
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For example, between 1951 and 1979 approximately 67% of the child population of the 
Spallumcheen First Nation was apprehended by the provincial child welfare authorities 
(Union of B.C. Indian Chiefs, 2002). 
Residential schools also featured prominently in what came to be known as the 
"sixties scoop," The Aboriginal children removed from their homes by social workers 
during this time were primarily placed in residential schools (Caldwell, 1967; Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996), and sometimes in non-Aboriginal foster or 
adoptive homes (Blackstock et al 2007).  By the 1970s, 10% of Aboriginal children were 
in care, as compared to 1% of non-Aboriginal children (Milloy, 2005).  Many Canadians 
do not realize that these institutions persisted until the end of the twentieth century.  The 
Gordon Residential School in Saskatchewan closed only in 1996 (Indian and Northern 
Affairs Canada, 2004), and the St. Michael's Indian Residential School in British 
Columbia closed in 1998 (Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada, n.d.). 
   “Remarkably,” as Blackstock, Brown and Bennett note, “throughout 
these decades, most social workers apparently did not understand or were 
not concerned that these placements would exacerbate rather than solve the 
socio-economic problems (e.g., poverty, unemployment, substance abuse, 
poor health) that motivated them to remove children from their families in 
the first place. Instead, many social workers appeared to falsely interpret 
these socio-economic problems as evidence that Aboriginal parents were 
unable to care for their children and that assimilation into the broader 
society would serve Aboriginal children well in future years” (2007:62). 
 
The band system created factionalism by imposing a leadership of elected chiefs 
and counselors alongside traditional (and most often hereditary) leaders within 
Aboriginal communities (Alfred 1999).   Though the point seems obvious, the band and 
reserve systems marked the beginning of the urban/reserve dichotomy in Canada.  
Reserves remained underfunded by the federal government, and social conditions 
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worsened creating what Helin has so aptly called “dances with dependency” (2006).  At 
the same time, state officials now had clearance to remove Aboriginal children both on 
and off reserve. 
The Emergence of Professional Social Work in Canada 
Social work in Canada has its roots in the discourse, legislation, and social 
organization of seventeenth century England (Hicks 2006).  Parishes were administrative 
districts organized by the Church of England, and each had a local council that was 
responsible for assistance to the poor, known as “poor relief.” The Poor Law of 1601, and 
its reform in 1832, distinguished two categories of indoor relief: 1) that for the elderly 
and sick; and 2) that for the able-bodied poor.  The former could receive relief in 
almshouses or poorhouses, while the later were made to work for relief in workhouses, 
“the purpose of which was to make public assistance cruel and demeaning” (Hick 2006: 
46). 
In the early nineteenth century, “relief,” where it was available, was provided 
primarily through private philanthropic societies founded in the colonies that later 
became Canada.  Such societies included: the Society for Improving the Condition of the 
Poor of St. John’s (1808); the Society for Promoting Education and Industry among the 
Indians and Destitute Settlers in Canada (1827); the Kingston Benevolent Society (1821); 
the Halifax Poor Man’s Friend Society, and the Montreal Ladies Benevolent Society 
(1832), among others (See Hick 2006: 47).  These societies were preoccupied with 
bringing an end to begging and the value of labour.  Relief was given rarely in cash and 
most commonly in exchange for work, and a dichotomy of the deserving poor and the 
undeserving poor emerged in early Canada (Hick 2006; 47). 
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The first social settlement house, Toynbee Hall, was established in London in 
1884.  Settlement houses aimed to bring youth of the educated middle class, alongside the 
charitable gentry, to live among the urban poor.  The term derived from the notion of 
“settling in,” whereby a worker would live in the homes of the poor. Cannon Barnett, the 
founder, explained that the idea was “to bridge the gap that industrialism had created 
between rich and poor, to reduce mutual suspicion and ignorance of one class for the 
other, and to do something more than give charity… They would make their settlement 
an outpost of education and culture” (Davis 1967: 6- quoted in Hicks 2006: 48). The 
settlement house movement was a major factor in the emergence of social work as a 
profession in Canada from the 1880s through to the 1930s (Hicks 2006).  
From the 1890s to the 1940s the notion of helping the needy shifted from private 
philanthropy or volunteer charity to government funded public welfare provided by 
trained and paid workers (Hicks 2006 50).  This transition coincided with the emerging 
paradigm of scientific philanthropy, seeking to depart from moral judgments around 
deservingness towards a more evidence-based approach.  Hicks notes that “the rise of 
social work as a profession was embedded in three foundational assumptions: 1) to be 
effective in this role, it was necessary to have a scientific understanding of human 
behavior and social process; and 2) that a thorough gathering of information would lead 
to an understanding of the causes of a person’s problems; and 3) once a problem was 
identified a solution would be objectively found and then applied” (Hicks 2006; 50). 
Modern casework is typically defined by social workers as having systematic 
methods of investigation, assessment and decision-making.  This was strongly influenced 
by Mary Richmond, who wrote Social Diagnosis in 1917, and worked for the Charity 
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Organization Societies of Baltimore and Philadelphia, and for the Russell Sage 
Foundation (Hicks 2006).  In 1914, the University of Toronto established a Department 
of Social Services for the scientific study of society.  The was the first program in Canada 
to train and certify professional social workers, followed by McGill University in 1918, 
and the University of British Columbia in 1928.  Several other schools opened after 
World War II.  In 1947 the first professional social work degree was offered by the 
University of Toronto, and in 1966 they awarded their first Bachelor of Social Work 
degree (Hicks 2006; 52). 
As large urban areas grew, so did the numbers of poor people in need.  The 1940s 
saw a period of war-related controls, Crown corporations, high labour unrest, 
international revolutions and Keynesian economics.  All of these phenomena impacted 
the development of universal social legislation and corresponding state run organizations 
for social welfare and the organization of provincial departments of social services 
coinciding with the end of federal grants for relief (Hicks 2006).  This process embedded 
British philosophies of helping into the emerging Canadian state, with little regard for the 
historical context of colonization or Aboriginal cultural values or worldviews.  
The Fall of the IRSS and the Emergence of Provincial Child Welfare in 
Canada 
The provincial child welfare system in Canada emerged in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century.  As mentioned above, Indian Residential Schools were utilized 
by social worked as the most common option of placement for Aboriginal children during 
this period.  By the 1940s, social workers within Canada's emerging provincial child 
welfare systems began to advocate for the expansion of child welfare services into 
reserve communities.  Service provision began at different times and in different ways 
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across Canada in large part because Indians and lands reserved for Indians are the 
constitutional responsibility of the federal government, whereas social services and 
education are the responsibility of provinces and territories.  While there was some 
diversity in views and intentions of social workers of the era, it seems clear that the non-
Aboriginal social work profession as a whole functioned according to a set of values and 
beliefs grounded in British cultures and applied them to Aboriginal communities with 
very little critical analysis. This resulted in the unfortunate persistence, among social 
workers and social policy makers, of the prevailing view that Aboriginal children who 
lived on reserve were best served living off reserve in residential schools or in the care of 
non-Aboriginal families (Blackstock, et al 2007). 
As part of the 1951 amendments made to the Indian Act, Section 88 made “all 
laws of general application from time to time in force in any province applicable to and in 
respect of Indians in the province” ("Indian Act,” 1985, section 88).  As Sinha and 
Kozlowski note, this was interpreted as meaning that provincial and territorial child 
welfare legislation could for the first time be legally applied within reserves (2013).  
Provinces and territories initially provided limited services on reserve, and only in 
extreme or emergency cases.  Section 88 resulted in the expansion of provincial and 
territorial services onto reserves by means of the allocation of federal funds beginning in 
the mid-1950s (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2007).  This resulted in a sharp 
increase in the number of Aboriginal children placed in out of home care in the following 
years (P. Johnston, 1983). Many of these children were permanently removed from their 
families due to the persistent perspective among social workers and policy makers that 
Aboriginal children were at risk living with there families, and that they would be best 
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served by removing them from their communities and cultures.  The general objective of 
the province was to remove Aboriginal children and provide them with non-Aboriginal 
caregivers and services to support their assimilation and/or integration into mainstream 
Canadian society as racialized inferiors to white mainstream Canadians.  It is a mistake to 
believe that removing Aboriginal children from their homes and placing them in care 
always amounts to placing the child in a risk-free environment. In many cases, it is 
simply replacing one set of risk factors with another that may or may not be more severe 
than what the young person was experiencing at home (Blackstock et al 2007).  This 
philosophy of removal also neglects the broader colonial history and contemporary social 
structures and cultural discourses that create the conditions of perceived risk in which 
Aboriginal children and families reside.   
By the late 70s and early 80s, on the heels of the 60’s Scoop, one in seven status 
Indian children was not in the care of his/her parents, and as many as 25% of status 
Indian children were spending at least some time away from the parental home due to 
involvement in the child welfare system (Armitage 1993).  Between 1959 and 1970, the 
percentage of Native children made legal wards of the state increased from 1% of all 
children in care to 30-40% (Fournier & Crey 1997).  Recently, Assembly of First Nations 
Chief Phil Fontaine reported that the number of status Indians removed from their homes 
and into care comprises 30-40% of all children in care in Canada. This represents 8,000 
status Indian children on reserve in Care.  When the non-status Indians, Inuit and Metis 
are brought into the picture, over one half of the children currently in out of home care in 
Canada are Aboriginal (Curry 2005: 203).  Estimates indicate that over 11,000 Aboriginal 
children- including up to one third of the child population in some Aboriginal 
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communities- were adopted between 1960 and 1990.  This figure does not include those 
removed and placed in foster care (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996).  
 Interviews and other activities conducted during this research suggest that the role 
of the social work profession in the perpetuation of residential schools is not widely 
known or accepted among social workers today- though I could find no studies 
investigating the degree of knowledge among social workers in this regard.  Social 
workers also appear largely unaware of the role the profession played in carrying forth 
many of the assumptions and attitudes pervasive within the IRSS into systems of child 
welfare.  This has resulted in the emergence of provincial and territorial systems of child 
welfare that continue to pathologize Aboriginal children, families and communities- 
utilizing evidence based models of social work that fail to acknowledge colonial histories 
and, as a result, reproduce many of the socio-economic, structural, and cultural 
inequalities that they are mandated to address.  
“The impact of the sixties scoop was and continues to be devastating for many 
Aboriginal children, families, and communities. Justice Kimmelman, as cited in Balfour 
(2004), claimed that in Manitoba, the placement of Aboriginal children away from their 
families and communities amounted to cultural genocide” (Blackstock et al 2007: 62).  
Starting in the early 1980s, First Nations communities in British Columbia began to 
publicly express dissatisfaction with provincial child welfare services (Fournier & Crey 
1997). In 1981, the Spallumcheen Indian Band established the first Aboriginal child 
welfare agency in British Columbia.  It remains the only First Nation in Canada to 
achieve a band-by-law model, which frees it from the constraints of provincial laws and 
standards (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996; Union of BC Indian Chiefs, 
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2002). The Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council established the second First Nations child 
welfare agency in British Columbia in 1985 (Foster and Wharf, 2007).  
By 1991, due to a national rise in the number of First Nations child welfare 
agencies and a perceived lack of funding for such services, Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada implemented a national First Nations child welfare program.  The program was 
comprised of a funding formula, Directive 20-1, and standards documented in the First 
Nations Child and Family Services National Program Manual, requiring First Nations 
child welfare agencies to conduct child welfare services based on provincial standards. 
The program placed greater constraints on First Nations child welfare agencies, binding 
them to provincial standards of practice and standardizing funding of services (Auditor 
General of Canada, 2008).  Between 1991 and 1999, fifteen additional Aboriginal child 
welfare agencies were established in British Columbia. 
Throughout the 1990s, leading social work academics began to conclude that 
child welfare had learned from its harmful actions of the past and entered what Armitage 
referred to as "the post assimilation period" when the profession focused on what were 
termed “culturally appropriate" and or “culturally relevant” responses and interventions.  
The problem, as a number of scholars have noted, is that there is no standard for 
understanding what culturally appropriate or relevant practice is, nor are there established 
and accepted ways of measuring whether child welfare has eliminated the vestiges of 
what Armitage has termed "assimilative practice" (1995). 
Many scholars suggest that problems of overrepresentation of Aboriginal children 
in child welfare systems in Canada, and limited Aboriginal sovereignty within these 
systems, may actually be getting worse (Blackstock 2007).  A study conducted in 2005, 
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which reviewed children in care data from three sample provinces that collect 
disaggregated data on Aboriginal children, found that as of May 2005, 0.67% of non-
Aboriginal children were in care compared with 3.31% of Métis children and 10.23% of 
status Indian children (Blackstock, Prakash, Loxley, & Wien, 2005). The Canadian 
Incidence Study on Reported Child Abuse and Neglect confirmed that First Nations 
children are two and a half times more likely to be placed in out of home care than non-
Aboriginal children (Trocomé, Knoke, Shangreaux, Fallon, & MacLaurin, 2005).  It is 
clear that attitudes, structures and practices within child welfare continue to result in 
more Aboriginal children being removed from their families, and that mainstream 
approaches grounded in European settler society are prioritized within these systems.  
The Emergence of Aboriginal Child Welfare Organizations 
Concern over the treatment and scale of the removal of Aboriginal children by 
child welfare authorities laid the groundwork for Aboriginal societies to develop 
federally funded child welfare agencies which provided services on-reserve (Fournier and 
Crey 1997). These efforts were buttressed by the political momentum generated by the 
indigenous rights movements in the United States and Canada in the 60s and 70s (Blaser 
et al 2004).  “In Canada the term First Nations for indigenous communities began to be 
used by indigenous peoples in the 1980s to express both the significance of first 
occupation and status as nations rather than as one-among-many minority groups.  While 
states may fund ethnic or minority celebrations or even small education programs, they 
do not easily allow self-governance or land claims, as is the case of indigenous 
communities” (Miller 2003: 34). 
First Nations groups began pioneered efforts for Aboriginal control of Aboriginal 
child welfare in the 1960s and 1970s.  The number of Aboriginal child welfare agencies 
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grew from 4 in 1981 to 30 in 1986 (Armitage, 1995) before the federal government 
placed a moratorium on the recognition of new agencies. The moratorium was later lifted 
in 1991, a move that was accompanied by a new national funding formula (Directive 20-
1, as previously mentioned) and a program manual for Aboriginal child welfare agencies. 
Both placed greater constraints on Aboriginal child welfare agencies, requiring them to 
comply with provincial standards and introducing strict controls on funding (Auditor 
General of Canada, 2008).  Despite these restrictions, the number of First Nations child 
welfare agencies and the scope of their responsibilities have continued to expand. While 
First Nations agencies initially served only on-reserve populations, they now increasingly 
serve off-reserve populations as well. In addition to First Nations agencies, there are now 
multiple agencies serving Métis children and families, and diverse Aboriginal 
populations in urban areas (Kozlowski et al 2011). 
Between 1990 and 1991 the federal government funded 36 Aboriginal child and 
family services agencies, which provided services to 212 bands.  $1.5 million was 
allocated to First Nations for the development of Aboriginal child and family services 
during these two years (Hicks 2006).  Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association 
(PACWA) was incorporated just after this period in 1992.   The 1996 Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples brought together 6 years of research and public consultation on 
Aboriginal issues.  With respect to social services, the report recommended incorporating 
traditional knowledge and training in the development of Aboriginal health and social 
work.  It also recommended that mainstream social work and social service systems be 
adapted to complement Aboriginal institutions (Hick 2006: 208).  For the most part these 
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recommendations have not been heeded (Blackstock 2003; Blackstock and Bennett 
2007).   
Within delegated Aboriginal child welfare organizations like PACWA, colonial 
assumptions and perspectives persistent in contemporary Canadian settler society meet 
ancestral Aboriginal knowledge and practice, discourse on Aboriginal sovereignty and 
self-government, and Aboriginal ceremony and spirituality.  Within the delegation model, 
Aboriginal organizations have the freedom to inherit a service previously administered by 
the provincial government, and yet they must operate within the same legislated mandate, 
by means of the same auditable information systems and practice standards.  This creates 
an inescapable tension within any project of decolonization and indigenization within the 
context of Aboriginal Child Welfare.   
Conclusion 
Today’s British Columbia is the ancestral home of dozens of unique Aboriginal 
cultures.  As Steckley and Cummings have noted, this diversity of Indigenous cultures 
and societies was homogenized into the single category of Indian by means of initial 
colonial discourses and policies- later continued and codified within Canada’s Indian Act 
(2008).  While differences were observed, the early colonial perspective was that while 
different tribes had different practices, all of them were Indians: thought of to occupy a 
state of nature, uncivilized and savage- to be contrasted with the more evolved and highly 
civilized white man, who possessed both God and science (Tully 1995).  Canadian 
colonial discourses such as “the Indian problem,” alongside those of American genesis 
later imported to Canada, such as “the only good Indian is a dead Indian,” and “kill the 
Indian, save the child,” underpin the history of relationships between settlers and 
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Aboriginal people, as well as influencing policies and social structures developed by the 
Canadian state to forcibly govern Indian subjects.  
The colonial history of Canada broadly, and of British Columbia more 
specifically, continues to shape the contemporary context in which Aboriginal 
organizations such as PACWA work to indigenize the systems of social work the have 
inherited.  Such projects of indigenization are faced with further complexity presented by 
the diversity of the urban settings in which they operate.  Provincial systems of child and 
family services are products of the same historic canon of colonial discourse, social 
organization and practice that produced the reserve, band and Indian residential school 
systems.  Much of the discourse around Aboriginal peoples needing to be saved, 
developed, and/or integrated into white settler society remains.  Delegated Aboriginal 
organizations for child and family services in British Columbia today operate within a 
context where processes of indigenization- aimed at the achievement and reproduction of 
Aboriginal society and culture within inherited colonial structures, spaces and 
organizations- bump up against persistent colonial discourses, structures and practices.  
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II. Research Practice and Methodology  
Introduction 
This research was grounded in an indigenous methodology of acknowledging 
territory and protocol.  Because it was conducted in an organization operating in Coast 
Salish territory that provides services to Aboriginal peoples from across Canada, the 
methodology required a simultaneous acknowledgement of local territory and protocols 
and a consideration and flexible inclusion of protocols from foreign Aboriginal nations.  
This research was also conducted in congruence with research protocols and standards of 
ethics at both Teachers College, Columbia University, and Pacific Aboriginal Child 
Welfare Association (PACWA).  In designing, conducting, interpreting, and writing up 
this research I drew upon established research methodologies within critical indigenous 
studies, indigenous research methodologies in the social sciences, collaborative 
ethnography, and traditional Euro-North American approaches in anthropology.  All 
stages of the research process also drew from my knowledge of Aboriginal cultural 
protocols, and an acknowledgement and understanding of the diverse Aboriginal 
organizations, individuals and interests that this work engages.  The methodology for this 
research was also informed by my positionality as a Métis anthropologist of mixed 
ancestry embedded in the network of Aboriginal community in British Columbia and 
Canada more broadly.   
During the first three months of this research I met with more than a dozen 
organizations in Vancouver and Victoria to get a sense of how they were engaging 
discourses of indigenization and attempting to put them into practice.  These initial 
interviews suggested that organizations in child and family services (and social services 
more broadly), education, health services and local reserve communities were all using 
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the term indigenization, and attempting to develop discourse and practice around various 
concepts of the term.  All the individuals I spoke with felt that discussion across these 
service areas would enhance knowledge exchange, learning, and understanding of what 
indigenization means in an urban context of great diversity.  I shared these initial finding 
with the CEO of PAWA at one of our monthly research meetings, and we decided to 
collaborate in hosting an event we titled “The Provincial Roundtables on Urban 
Indigenization.”  
The event was also conducted in partnership with the First Nation’s House of 
Learning at the University of British Columbia, who donated the use of their longhouse-
inspired building for the event. PACWA funded all other costs associated with the event, 
and assisted in developing an online registration system which notified participants that 
the event was part of dissertation research, and required them to complete a consent form 
to register.  The Roundtables were attended by more than 60 participants, including: 
Aboriginal leaders, Elders and Knowledge Keepers, and professionals engaged in 
indigenization work in education (including participants from the Vancouver School 
Board, local colleges and universities), child and family services (from PACWA, the 
Ministry of Child and Family Development, and other social services organizations); 
health services (from Vancouver Coast Health, the UBC Institute for Aboriginal Health, 
Vancouver Women and Children’s Hospital, The Vancouver Native Health Society, and 
other smaller health focused organizations); and from local reserve bands and 
communities (including leadership from Musqueam and Squamish Nation Bands, the 
Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive Council, the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship 
Centre, and urban Aboriginal community members and advocates).    
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 The event ran from 9am-4pm, and began with a traditional welcoming by a 
Musqueam Elder, in congruence with local Aboriginal protocol.  This welcoming was 
followed by four speakers: one for each of the target areas included in the roundtables: 
child and family services (PACWA CEO); education (director of the First Nations House 
of Learning); Health (director of the UBC Institute for Aboriginal Health); and Land and 
Community (an Aboriginal chief from Squamish Nation).  These speakers laid the 
foundation for the discussion to follow in the afternoon.   
After lunch there were four simultaneous roundtables (one in each focus area) 
with 12-18 participants each.  Participants self selected the roundtable they participated 
in, and did not all elected to sit at the table for the area they represented- meaning that 
some child and family services professionals sat at the land and community table, and 
some health professionals sat at the education table, et cetera.  A facilitator was assigned 
to each roundtable, and prompted each group to discuss the same five questions.  While 
all groups engaged all questions, people brought up and discussed other questions as 
well.  Each roundtable was given 90 minutes for discussion before a half hour afternoon 
break.  During this break the facilitator and volunteers from the group created a summary 
of their conversation.  Each roundtable shared their summary with the entire group, and 
afterwards all participants came together in one large circle to discuss what had emerged 
over the course of the day.  All of the proceedings were audio recorded and transcribed.        
The five questioned provided to each group are included below: 
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1. What does the word indigenization mean to you and what is the 
understanding of indigenization that you see emerging in your 
organizations or personal work? 
2. What are some examples of the work of indigenization that you and 
your colleagues are currently engaged in? 
3. Does your organization engage Aboriginal leaders, Elders, and 
practicing Knowledge Keepers?  If so, how are these individuals 
selected, and how do they impact the work outcomes? 
4. Has the diversity of Vancouver's urban Aboriginal population 
informed the work of indigenization in your organization? 
5. Do you see the process of indigenization in the urban Aboriginal 
setting as connected to and/or different from indigenization in land-
based reserve communities? 
 
This event brought together a diverse group of people from a variety of fields to 
explore indigenization in an urban setting.  Through engagement with the questions 
above, these diverse and interdisciplinary participants explored issues of what it means to 
be indigenous, of indigenous identity, and of the complex ways that personal, family and 
colonial histories converge with social structure, policy and Aboriginal diversity 
throughout processes of indigenization.  Co-designing and facilitating this event was also 
an exercise in indigenization, and is representative of the general philosophy and 
grounding of the research methodologies used in this research.  Of the four morning 
speakers, for example, all were indigenous but only one was from the local territories.  Of 
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the three speakers from outside Coast Salish Country, one was an Aboriginal Canadian 
from the prairies and two were American Indians.  All, however, were adamant that they 
could not participate unless the territory was acknowledged and the group was welcomed 
to convene by a representative of the Musqueam Nation (on who’s land the University of 
British Columbia Resides).  As one might expect, the diversity of participants gave rise to 
an equally diverse range of perspectives regarding what constituted indigenized practice 
in terms of organizing and implementing such an event.  Navigating the design, 
implementation and impact of this event within the first months of this research provided 
an opportunity to hone my research methodology and practice through and exploration of 
many questions fundamental to my central query.    This chapter will outline the phases 
of this research, and discuss the reflexive and collaborative development of the mixed-
methodologies and practices used to generate the data set and produced the major 
findings of this dissertation. 
Phases of the Ethnographic Process 
This dissertation research was conducted over a combined period of 16 months 
throughout 2010 and 2011.  The ethnographic process of this research was conducted 
over four distinct phases: 1) a pilot study and pre-dissertation research phase; 2) an 
introductory phase of getting to know the field; 3) the primary data generation phase; and 
4) a phase of reflective debrief with research participants, and a process of identifying 
and filling data gaps and wrapping up the research.  The phases of the ethnographic 
process discusses in this chapter are depicted in the figure below:   
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 Figure 1: Phases of Ethnographic Research	  
Phase 1: Pilot & Pre-Dissertation Research  
This research began with a pilot study funded by the Advanced Consortium on 
Cooperation, Conflict and Complexity (AC4) at the Earth Institute, Columbia University, 
conducted over January of 2010.  This was an exploratory pilot study investigating 
Aboriginal organizations in Vancouver, British Columbia that would potentially be 
interested in participating in a collaborative and reciprocal year-long ethnographic study 
exploring historical processes and daily practices of indigenization. 
The process of contacting potential organizations from New York was guided by 
collaborative ethnographic approaches with an indigenous focus, as described by 
McDonald (2004), Menzies (2004) and Lassiter (2005), and as discussed in lectures and 
seminars by Bruce Miller and Audra Simpson.  It was made explicit to the organizations 
visited that they would be research partners rather than research subjects, and that the 
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emerging research design would address queries that simultaneously fulfilled the 
requirements of my Ph.D., while also contributing findings that would be useful to their 
organizations.  Invitations to participate in initial conversations or informational 
interviews where made via email (as I was not able to make them in person).  For those 
who accepted the invitation, a secondary request to confirm their agreement was made in 
person in Vancouver, accompanied by a gift of tobacco- in congruence with Aboriginal 
protocol.  While tobacco is not a traditional medicine of the Coast Salish territory, it is 
presented to Aboriginal leaders, Elders and knowledge keepers, and others upon the 
request to begin a relationship.       
Several research engagements were setup from New York, and others followed 
once in Vancouver by means of snow balling- as scheduled participants in the pilot often 
referred other participants, and also suggested relevant reports and other materials.   
 On the basis of the capacity and interest of the organizations that participated in 
the pilot process, Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association (PACWA) was selected 
as the primary focus of this research.  From the CEO’s perspective, PACWA had been 
engaged in a process of indigenization since the organization was incorporated in 1992.  
This process had become increasingly defined throughout various stages of PACWA’s 
delegation through the provincial government.  A query into indigenization provided an 
opportunity to study a relatively new form of Aboriginal-state relations in Canada 
through British Columbia’s delegation model within the context and complexity of urban 
Aboriginal diversity in Canada.   
This study emerged as a unique opportunity to address foundational questions in 
anthropology and critical indigenous studies in new ways, while also contributing to 
	   53	  
PACWA’s knowledge and understanding of their organizational practice, process, 
development and growth- an endeavor they did not at the time have funding to achieve 
independently of this research.  How do large service providers engage relatively young, 
rapidly growing, and exceedingly diverse urban Aboriginal populations?  Can we talk 
simultaneously about a single generalized Aboriginal culture and dozens of specific and 
distinct ones?  What is the relatively new concept and process of indigenization, and what 
does it tell us about the evolving relationship between Aboriginal peoples and polities 
and the structures, policies and attitudes of the Canadian state?  And what lessons might 
we learn from indigenization in Canada that might be useful for those engaged in similar 
processes elsewhere in the indigenous world?    
The design of the dissertation research that followed was grounded in an 
acknowledgement of the reciprocity that this research would achieve, and was vetted by 
both the ethics review board at Teachers College, Columbia University, and PACWA’s 
pre-existing research application process (designed and established by their board of 
directors).  The significance of my central query and appropriateness of the 
corresponding methodology selected is evidenced by the fact that this research was 
generously funded through the Wenner-Gren Foundation in New York City.     
The Wenner-Gren Foundation funded this dissertation research for a period of one 
year, from January 1st, 2011 until January 1st 2012.  I arrived in Vancouver on September 
15th 2010, and conducted a period of pre-dissertation research while awaiting formal 
approvals from Teachers College and PACWA, and the beginning my the Wenner-Gren 
funded research period.  I received approval from PACWA in the beginning of October, 
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and preliminary approval from the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, on 
October 20th, 2011.   
During this period of pre-dissertation research I conducted archival research on 
PACWA, reading all the content and downloadable documents on their website 
(newsletters, annual reports, etc.).  I also conducted some archival research on Aboriginal 
agencies across BC, particularly in the field of child welfare.  After the receipt of my 
approval from Teachers College I met with the CEO, Director of Programs and 
Communications and the Public Relations Associate at PACWA, beginning the process 
of relationship building, and getting a sense of the three PACWA offices and the basic 
organizational structure.   
 During this period Mary, the communications and public relations associate, was 
assigned by the CEO as my “key informant” at PACWA.  Her office, located within the 
PACWA head office, became my research headquarters.  I was provided a small desk 
there, and when I was not conducting interviews, attending events, conducting participant 
observation, or simply exploring the offices for serendipity’s sake, I would spend my 
time in Mary’s office.   
 Though Mary was new to the agency, her understanding of Aboriginal culture and 
protocol made a significant contribution to this research.  She became what classic 
anthropologists referred to as a key informant.  In the context of the methodology of this 
research, she was an anchor and research partner in many ways.  Because of her position 
managing communications, event planning, and public relations, and because she worked 
directly under the CEO, this relationship contributed to this research in many ways.      
	   55	  
Phase 2: Getting to know the field  
During the first two months, the primary foci of this research included 
familiarizing myself with the three PACWA office sites, mapping the various positions 
and networks within the agency, and practicing a great deal of participant observation and 
active listening.  The last focus here is one grounded in indigenous research 
methodology.  The importance of listening and learning by doing is foundational to 
Aboriginal cultures in British Columbia (Nadasdy 2003), and among other indigenous 
cultures across North America (Basso 1996; Brody 2000, 2004).  This teaching was 
relayed to me many times during my undergraduate degree in Sty-Wet-Tan, the great hall 
of the First Nations House of Learning (FNHL) at the University of British Columbia.  
Four totem poles support the great hall, and it is generally the custom of the director of 
the FNHL (also know as “the longhouse”) to introduce the poles when speaking at events 
held there.  
One of the four poles in Sty-Wet-Tan features the wolf, which symbolizes family 
for many of the First Nations in BC.  Above the wolf’s head stand three humans: one 
above the mouth, and one above each ear. Richard Vedan, a previous director of the 
longhouse, would explain in his introduction of the pole that the people above the wolf’s 
ears and mouth remind us that we should listen twice as much as we speak.  I made the 
conscious choice to spend the first two months of my research listening and observing the 
daily work, interactions and practices at PACWA.     
While Mary remained my key contact within the agency, this first phase of 
research yielded a number of relationships that facilitated my overall research process, 
and enabled me to maintain a clear understanding of what was going on in the various 
programs across the three offices.  I also attended numerous off-site ceremonies, events 
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and research engagements.  The key relationships developed in this phase connected me 
to each of the programs at PACWA, as well as to other central aspects of the work 
relating to indigenization within the association.  These included: Alice, a team leader in 
the child protection program; Danette, a social worker in the child protection program; 
Helen, a social worker in the guardianship program; Tom, the manager of the family 
preservation program; Betty, a family preservation counselor; Shirley, a social worker in 
the residential resources program; Patricia, the policy and research analyst; Darlene, the 
cultural coordinator; and Tina, an administration supervisor.   I also had regular research 
meetings every 4-6 weeks with Silvia, the PACWA CEO, to update her on my research, 
discuss my process, and receive any feedback/re-orientation from her.  These 
relationships played a central role in the success of this research.  I saw each of these 
individuals regularly, and each played a role in explaining my research to their 
colleagues, and supporting others to take interest in participating.  They also regularly 
made me aware of research opportunities that I might not have otherwise made note of in 
an organization as large and distributed as PACWA. 
Phase 3: Primary Data Generation  
From the beginning of March up to and including September, I conducted the 
following research activities: 48 semi-structured interviews; participant observation at 
and documentation of 4 Elders Forums; participation in numerous ceremonies; participant 
observation at the PACWA Culture Camp; participation in trainings and activities for 
PACWA staff; and participation in the design, implementation and documentation of the 
Provincial Roundtables on Urban Indigenization (previously discussed). 
 The Wenner-Gren funding for this research supported four field trips to sites 
outside of Vancouver conducted during this period.  The first was to Victoria, BC on 
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Vancouver Island, where I conducted the first 6 formal, semi-structured interviews with 
representatives of statistics Canada, the Ministry of Child and Family Development, the 
Ministry of Advanced Education, the Caring for First Nations Children Society, and 2 
delegated Aboriginal agencies for child welfare.  The second trip to was Chilliwack, BC, 
and involved the participating of a 3-day Cree doctoring sweat lodge ceremony in 
association with one of the PACWA Elders Forums.  The thirds trip, to Merritt, BC, 
involved traveling with a group of Elders and Knowledge Keepers into a remote area are 
harvesting sage while receiving teachings around the traditional and contemporary 
medicinal and ceremonial uses of sage generally- as well as a focused discussion around 
their use in the context of urban Aboriginal child welfare.  The final trip was made to one 
of the local Gulf Islands for a period of 4 days in association with the PACWA cultural 
camp   (discussed further in chapter VII).   
Interviews, focus groups and other research activities were semi-structured and 
conducted in congruence with local Aboriginal protocols.  Participants were given 
tobacco for their participation, and topics of child welfare and residential schooling were 
approached with sensitivity and caution.   
 PACWA was hosting 4 Elders Forums over the course of the 2011 calendar year- 
all of which fell within the primary data generation phase of my fieldwork.  The intention 
behind these forums was to bring together a small group of Elders and knowledge 
keepers from particular Aboriginal cultures to speak with PACWA staff about what they 
believe is important for social workers to know to be able to work with families of that 
particular culture in culturally relevant and strength-based ways.  Staff then had the 
opportunity to ask questions and have discussion with the invited group.  I participated in 
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these forums, and also audio recorded all of the proceedings.  The Elders Forums are 
discussed further in chapter VII. 
 While the primary data collection phase was focused of PACWA, it also included 
interviews, focus groups, and other engagements (such as the Roundtables event) with 
other organizations in Vancouver engaged in projects of indigenization.  These activities 
provided comparative points of view in which to contextualize and interpret the data 
generated at PACWA. 
Phase 4: Wrapping Up 
The third phase of this research consisted of bringing data (often in the form of 
interview transcripts) back to the research participants who had helped to generate it.  
This process of reflective debrief and engagement with staff supported the process of 
getting to know the emerging data set in the interest of identifying any gaps in the data, 
and in filling those gaps through further narrative interviews and other research 
methodologies and engagements.   This phase was conducted over October, November 
and December of 2011).   
The History of Research With Aboriginal Peoples in British Columbia 
As Michael Kew points out, academically trained visitors began making and 
recording observations about Aboriginal societies and cultures in British Columbia long 
before the emergence of anthropology as a discipline (1993).  The cultural and linguistic 
diversity of the region attracted a variety of social scientists and other professionals, 
academics, and researchers to the region, and by the middle of the twentieth century 
“almost every language group in the province had been visited and written about by one 
or more ethnographers” (Kew 1993: 78).  The integrating theme of this work, as Kew and 
many others have noted, was salvage ethnography.  There was more interest in recording 
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what was perceived as the authentic cultural systems of indigenous peoples, rather than 
the multiplicity of ways indigenous societies and cultures were changing in response to 
colonization. The post war boom of Canadian universities saw the emergence of formal 
departments of anthropology across the nation, beginning with the University of British 
Columbia in 1959.  There was a great diversification in theory and methodology, yet an 
emphasis of descriptive accounts of “traditional” Aboriginal cultures remained a primary 
focus in British Columbia (Kew 1993).    
While the history of salvage ethnography was clearly exploitative to indigenous 
communities, Kew argues that relationships between local anthropologists and Aboriginal 
communities in British Columbia has prompted a shift in anthropology in the region 
towards more inclusive and collaborative approaches.  Over the past decades, this shift 
has been demonstrated by the work of Miller (2003, 2008), McDonald (2004) and 
Menzies (2004), among many others.  As Kew (1993) and Miller (2012) point out, this 
shift has involved an increasing role of anthropologists as expert witnesses in legal trials 
regarding Aboriginal land title, rights, and other political issues.      
“In April 1969 the Nisga'a tribal council took the government of 
B.C. to court, initiating procedures that ended nearly five years later in 
the Supreme Court decision known as Calder. In the initial trial, Wilson 
Duff, just recently appointed in the Department of Anthropology and 
Sociology at UBC, gave expert evidence attesting to Nisga'a occupancy 
and ownership of their lands.  Some two months later the federal 
government issued its infamous White Paper on Indian Policy, proposing 
to repeal the Indian Act, transfer constitutional responsibility for Indians 
and Indian lands to the provinces, and do away with the Department of 
Indian Affairs and Northern Development. Indian treaties were termed an 
"anomaly" and aboriginal claims "not realistic" (Canada 1969), thus 
discounting the very issue which the Nisga'a were requiring the courts to 
address” (Kew 1993: 81). 
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 This prompted a renewal in Aboriginal political activity, as indicated by the 
formation of the Union of BC Indian Chiefs in November of that year.  One objective of 
the Union was to renew research on matters relating to Aboriginal rights in B.C., and 
anthropologists have continued to be the disciplinary leaders in working with Aboriginal 
communities to generate such research (Kew 1993).  Applied anthropology emerged in 
British Columbia with a problem-oriented focus, “using interviews and social survey 
methods to assemble data from which recommendations for relevant government policy 
and administrative action were made” (Kew 1993:82).  These studies documented the 
inadequacies of government policies, especially in the fields of education, social services, 
and economic development, and played a significant role in altering both public policy 
and public opinion (Hawthorn, Belshaw, and Jamieson 1958; Hawthorn and Tremblay 
1968). 
The work of Duff, Hawthorn, and others indicated a shift within anthropology in British 
Columbia from salvage ethnography towards using the old tradition in anthropology of 
recording the knowledge and customs of the past to shed light on current political issues.   
These early Canadian anthropologists also purposefully made the results of their research 
useful to their participants, thereby setting the tone for collaborative approaches to 
anthropology that emerged in the decades that followed (Kew 1993). Anthropology 
in British Columbia emerged in a unique context, as the primary subject of its research 
(Aboriginal peoples) were and are often students in the classroom and, increasingly, 
faculty members within the department.  As Kew notes, some of the most challenging 
questions anthropologists in B.C. face are from First Nations students who ask: 
“How do you know that? Why do you say that? What gives you 
the right to say that about us? These are sobering for two reasons. First, 
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they challenge the authority of the teacher and empower the student 
whose self has been made an object of study and who feels the weight of 
strangers’ stares. Such questions reveal immediately and in inescapable 
terms the colonial context within which our classrooms sit. Secondly, 
"objects of study" become true subjects calling into question the 
theoretical, epistemological, and ethical foundations of everything we do 
as anthropologists. How indeed, do we know? Why do we represent 
others as we do?” (Kew 1993:84). 
 
Within the more recent context of reflexive, critical and postmodern approaches 
to anthropology, this has given rise to further development of collaborative and applied 
anthropology in British Columbia that includes the subjects of its research as active and 
involved participants- often participating in design, implementation and sometimes even 
the analysis of the research findings.  This research was conducted within the British 
Columbian tradition of Canadian anthropology, generating data in collaboration with 
research participants (such as through the Roundtables event), and inviting participants to 
review generated data and contribute to the interpretation and analysis if the major 
research findings.  
Aboriginal community and organizational leaders have increasingly insisted on 
some return for their co-operation in anthropological research in British Columbia.  At 
the very least they request copies of the theses and published papers produced, and often 
want to play a more direct role in co-designing research queries and methodologies. As 
Kew notes, “Anthropologists with graduate degrees are now being directly employed by 
communities and tribal councils and set to specific tasks defined, not by the 
anthropologist, but by the employer. First Nations people are also doing more 
anthropology themselves, and studying the subject formally with that end in mind” (Kew 
1993:85).  This has also involved a shift in focus from the timeless “ethnographic 
present,” to querying the complexities of contemporary Aboriginal societies, cultures and 
	   62	  
communities in British Columbia and across Canada- a perspective and approach 
increasingly being applied to indigenous peoples elsewhere in the world. 
Aboriginal communities in British Columbia have established longstanding 
relationships with anthropologists with whom they collaborate to generate evidence-
based research drawing from established methodologies in the social sciences but also 
grounded in unique Aboriginal cultural knowledge and societal forms.  In this sense, 
anthropology can be flexible and adaptive, integrated for use within the diverse cultural 
contexts of Aboriginal reserve communities across the province and nation.  Increasingly, 
however, anthropologists are also working with urban Aboriginal communities, 
organizations and interest groups- where the boundaries between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal, and between diverse Aboriginal cultures, are increasingly blurred. 
“A large social survey of urban First Nations people was undertaken in co-
operation with the Union of B.C. Indian Chiefs and the B.C. Association of Non-status 
Indians in 1972 (Stanbury and Siegel 1974)” (Kew: 1993: 88-89).  More recently, the 
Environics Institute conducted the Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study, in which “more than 
100 interviewers, almost all of whom were themselves Aboriginal, talked, in-person, with 
2,614 First Nations (status and non-status) peoples, Métis and Inuit living in the 11 
Canadian cities” (Environics 2010:7). 
As Kew notes, “Since the landmark decision of the Supreme Court in Calder, 
1973, and the federal government decision to negotiate settlement of existing land claims 
in Canada, the significance of [A]boriginal title has become more and more apparent. It is 
clear that First Nations have unique property rights beyond those of other citizens. These 
include rights to lands, use of resources, and increasingly apparent rights of self-
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government… Anthropological knowledge and research related to First Nations has 
gained new relevance for a wide range of planning” (Kew 1993: 93). 
In the context of child welfare, Aboriginal organizations and academics have 
continued to develop and employ Aboriginal approaches and methodologies to 
conducting evidence-based research.  This dissertation draws on many of these methods, 
situated within the history of collaborative, reciprocal, and historically sensitive research 
with Aboriginal peoples in British Columbia. 
Aboriginal Methodologies and Research Practices 
 This dissertation draws from Aboriginal methodologies and practices developed 
for research within the social sciences generally (Enriquez 1994; Smith 1999; McDonald 
2004; Menzies; 2004; Emberley 2007; Wilson 2008; Kovach 2009), and from those 
developed for research conducted within the context of social work specifically (Gair 
2005; Desmeules 2007; Baikie 2002, 2009; Blackstock 2009; Hart 2009a, 2009b; 
Richardson 2009; Léveillé et al. 2011;). 
 Aboriginal methodologies and research practices with the social sciences are 
broad and varied.  This research drew most heavily from four distinct indigenous 
methodologies and research practices surrounding each: 1)_honouring territory and 
protocol; 2) the circle; 3) oral history and story; and 4) ceremony.  As Kovach explains, 
“An aspect of Indigenous inquiry associated with methods is the use of cultural protocol, 
which is a set of guidelines for interacting with those holders of knowledge whom a 
researcher seeks out” (2009:127).   In referring to one of his own studies, Hart writes,  
“[the project] was focused on Cree peoples, and I therefore followed 
Cree protocols.  Perhaps most significant is the Cree protocol of pakitinásow, 
which is the offering of something in exchange for help, support and/or 
direction.  I presented each person involved in the research project with 
cístémáw [tobacco] and wípinasona [ceremonial cloth] prior to the interview.  
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From an indigenous perspective, acceptance of these items indicated consent 
to participate in the study.  For the knowledge keepers, this approval for 
participating was recognized as a commitment to themselves as holders of the 
knowledge sought, to me as the person wanting to learn about the knowledge 
and to the spiritual realm” (2009b:161).    
 
As a researcher with both Métis and German ancestry who was born and raised in 
Coast Salish territory, I was aware of many local protocols before I began this research.  
Over the course of this research I was engaged in a constant process of observing, 
inquiring and learning the protocols of the diverse Aboriginal participants in this 
dissertation.  The complexity and diversity of urban spaces requires researchers to not 
only learn a broad diversity of Aboriginal protocols, but how to intuit when to use the 
protocols of the local territories, and when, where and how to incorporate the flexible 
inclusion of foreign Aboriginal protocols and other cultural practices.  This was, by far, 
the most challenging methodological aspect to keeping the work grounded in an 
Aboriginal approach. 
  As Kovach and others have detailed, circles are also a primary methodology 
within indigenous research (2009:126-128).  Sharing circles and focus circles are two 
types of circles that I utilized to generate data within this research.  Though the practice 
varies between indigenous cultures, these circles typically involve an acknowledgement 
of the territory and opening prayer, followed by a brief explanation as to the nature or 
intended objective of the circle.  People then take turns moving in sequence around the 
circle (in either a clockwise or counter-clockwise direction, depending on the particular 
culture).  Sometime a feather, rock, or talking stick is passed around to indicate who is 
the speaker at the time.  People introduce themselves and speak as long as they like 
before passing it on to the next person.  In the context of British Columbia, it is common 
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to say “All my relations,” to indicate that you are finished.  Use of cultural protocols, 
acknowledgement of the local territories, and the use of circles were central Aboriginal 
methodologies and research practices used within this research. 
The interviews conducted in this research were semi-structures and encouraged 
participants to share stories and oral histories, rather than simply asking pre-determined 
questions (though all did include some pre-determined questions).  Story and oral history 
are also common Aboriginal methodologies (Wilson 2008; Kovach 2009), and were used 
consistently through all stages and phases of this research.       
Many of the findings of this research were also generated through participation in 
ceremony.  In “Research as Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods,” Wilson provides 
a detailed account of the role of ceremony in the generation of indigenous knowledge, as 
well as its use as a specific methodology within the context of research in the social 
sciences.  While there are strict protocols around which segments of a particular 
ceremony may be documented (either during of after it has taken place), many Elders and 
Knowledge Keepers participating in this research encouraged the use of ceremony as a 
methodology for gaining insight into the process of indigenization.  As in explicitly 
discussed in chapters VI and VII, part of indigenization as PACWA has involved a 
process of writing ceremony into policy, and mandating it for use in the context of urban 
Aboriginal child and family services.   
Honouring territory, the use of cultural protocols, circles, oral history and story, and 
ceremony comprise the major Aboriginal research methodologies and practices used 
throughout this research.  It should be noted that this research involved the use of mixed 
methods drawing from both Aboriginal and traditional Euro-North American approaches 
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to anthropological research and practice.  This means that more traditional approaches to 
anthropology, such as semi-structures interviews, audio and photographic documentation, 
transcription of audio-recorded data, coding, indexing, participant observation and 
structured observations were also used significantly.  
Data Interpretation and Analysis 
Within the tradition of collaborative research with Aboriginal peoples in British 
Columbia, and by means of Aboriginal and Euro-North American mixed methodologies 
and practice, the interpretation and analysis of the major findings of this research was a 
reflexive process that also included research participants in sustained and meaningful 
ways.  All interviews were listened to, and notes taken during the interviews along with 
field notes taken the day of the interview were read before or afterwards.  Notes were 
then taken on these materials (interview audio data, interview notes and field notes) to 
indicate which dissertation objectives they related to, and/or how they might be useful.  
The data set was coded and indexed, to provide easy access to materials related to 
particular queries within the scope of this research.  Of the 53 interviews conducted, 15 
were selected as being particularly data rich.  These interviews were transcribed in their 
entirety.  The most pertinent segments of the remaining interviews were also transcribed, 
and annotations were generated regarding untranscribed interview materials.        
Interviews and other materials used for case studies or other significant portions 
of the dissertation were analyzed and interpreted in collaboration with the participants 
who helped to generate them.  This process sometimes involved narrative interviews 
focused on the interpretations and perspectives of participants in relation to these 
generated research materials.  The collaborative findings generated were then 
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contextualized within the theoretical orientation framing the dissertation (discussed in 
chapter III), and interpreted and analyzed within the context of the literature.   
Conclusion 
Participating in the design and implementation of the Provincial Roundtables on 
Urban Indigenization provided the opportunity to work with staff at PACWA, alongside 
event participants, in indigenizing the planning and proceedings of the event.   As one 
example, I had requested that people participating in the roundtables not do introductions 
at their individual tables, which is a common indigenous practice (and can often result in 
2-10 minutes per person present), in order to maximize the time available for discussion.  
The participants at one roundtable (which I participated in) decided to do them anyway: 
“we’ve just indigenized the process” one participant exclaimed (and everyone laughed 
and nodded in agreement).  Despite the decision of the group to insert introductions into 
the process, people were quite brief about it.  They tended to state their name, what 
nation they were from, and why they had come to the event.   
Participants at the Roundtables had different ideas about whether the event itself 
had been indigenized (and to what degree this had been successful), and how this would 
impact the discussion points and other data generated.  All of the four morning speakers 
were blanketed by the Squamish Chief emceeing the event, for example.  This involves 
presenting the speaker with a blanket, and pinning it around their shoulders.  After being 
blanketed, one speaker commented to the group, “This is by far the nicest way I have 
been invited to give a talk, so I want to thank you for that.”  The Squamish chief 
emceeing the event noted that “coming together as we have today is a part of 
indigenization.  We are not a vanished race.  What we do today will one day become 
tradition.”  Another one of the speakers thanked the Elder from Musqueam who 
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acknowledged the territory first thing in the morning, welcoming the group to unceded 
Musqueam territory, and thanked us for opening the event in a “good way.”  
While many felt that the event honoured the local territory and protocols, and 
exemplified the general structure and process of indigenization, others had criticisms of 
the proceedings.  During one of the roundtables and Elder began speaking at length about 
intellectual and cultural property rights.  All cultures, she asserted, impart a knowledge 
base and the university should enhance rather than denigrate it.  She began to elaborate a 
very important point- though it was not part of the intended conversation for the day.  
After more than 10 minutes the facilitator of the table stepped in, essentially cutting her 
off, and attempted to refocus the discussion and prompting others to participate.  An 
Aboriginal participant from the Ministry of Health later commented that Elders must 
speak for as long as they need to.  “What does it mean to use Aboriginal methodologies?” 
he asked, “Many times people are busy and may not feel they have time for a round of 
introductions (which is what I had suggested for this event), but this must be done.  
Things take as long as they should take.  They can’t be scheduled into neatly bounded 
periods of time.”   
This event was designed and implemented in consultation with Aboriginal Elders 
and Knowledge Keepers from the local territories, with the support of Aboriginal 
professionals with decades of experience working at projects of indigenization.  It relied 
on Aboriginal methodologies such as honouring the local territory (through the initial 
Musqueam Welcome), the circle (implemented through the roundtable discussion), oral 
history and story (shared by Elders and Knowledge Keepers, the speakers and 
participants), and ceremony (such as blanketing the speakers).  It was also conducted at a 
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university and attended by participants who were almost all professionals with careers 
that required them to be able to define a specific date and length of time for which they 
would be attending the event.  Methodologies for designing, implementing and/or 
researching processes of indigenization involve and inescapable dance of balancing the 
diverse methods, protocols and actions perceived of as indigenous with the contemporary 
realities of the daily lives of the people involved in these processes.  The Roundtables 
event made this tension salient, and set the stage for the research design, implementation 
and analysis that followed.     
In closing, the success of this research- in terms of its attention to Aboriginal 
methodology and research practice- is evident by the sustained relationship developed 
between PACWA and myself as a researcher.  The strength of this relationship is evident 
by the fact that after I concluded this research I was offered employment with PACWA.  
At the time of the completion of this dissertation, I had spent just over two years working 
with PACWA in a full time position with an indefinite end date.  
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III. Theoretical Orientation 
Introduction  
With the decline of many of Canada’s most overt colonial institutions and 
legislation, such as residential schools and the legislated ban of Aboriginal cultural 
practices, First Nations have emerged as strong political “nations within,” to use Fleras’s 
term (1992).  In British Columbia in particular, where there are open land claims and 
legal duties to consult, First Nations hold considerable political leverage and bargaining 
power.  Aboriginal organizations across Canada, as well as Aboriginal focused 
departments within larger organizations or government bodies, are beginning to reach a 
place where they have the power and leverage to create space for social organizations, 
policy, legislation and cultural practices grounded in Aboriginal worldviews.  At the 
same time that the diverse indigenous peoples of Canada share a common colonial 
history as subjects of the Indian Act and identity as Aboriginal peoples, so too are they 
keenly aware of their unique languages, cultures and identities.  In urban Canada, making 
space for Aboriginal practice, worldview and culture within colonial (or mainstream) 
institutions and society is complicated by the diversity of Aboriginal populations.  Within 
this complexity a process of indigenization is emerging that embraces diversity and 
dispels many of the false dichotomies that complicate the nature of the work.  The 
urban/reserve, modern/traditional, Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal, and authentic/inauthentic 
dichotomies begin to breakdown within contemporary contexts of urban indigenization.  
This chapter lays out the theoretical orientation and framework in which the following 
research queries are critically examined: How do large urban service providers for 
Aboriginal child and family services manage the relatively young, rapidly growing, and 
exceedingly diverse populations with whom they work?  Within these settings, can we 
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talk simultaneously about a degree of generalized (or common) Aboriginal culture and 
dozens of specific and distinct ones?  What is the relatively new concept and process of 
indigenization?  What does it look like, can it actually be accomplished, and what does it 
tell us about the evolving relationship between Aboriginal peoples and nations and the 
structures, policies and attitudes of mainstream Canadians and the Canadian state?  
History 
The terms indigenous, indigenist, indigenizing, and indigenization are relatively 
recent and have all emerged since the 1970s (Smith 1999; Blaser, et al 2004; Alatas 
2005).  Indigenization, of course, is based of the concept of indigenous people, cultures 
and societies.  As Linda T. Smith notes, the term ‘Indigenous peoples’ emerged “out of 
the struggles primarily of the American Indian Movement (AIM), and the Canadian 
Indian Brotherhood.  It is a term that internationalizes the experiences, the issues and the 
struggles of some of the world’s colonized peoples” (1999:6).  As Smith, and many 
others, note: the term indigenous can be problematic as it appears to collectivize many 
distinct populations whose experiences with imperialism and colonization have been 
vastly different (Smith 1999; Miller 2003).  Consequently, “the final ‘s’ in ‘indigenous 
peoples’ has been argued for quite vigorously by indigenous activists because of the right 
of peoples to self-determination.  It is also used as a way of recognizing that there are real 
differences between different indigenous peoples” (Smith 1999: 7).   
As Miller notes, “the new liberalism of the 1970s meant a policy of the 
recognition of sovereignty and the creation of distinct, separate federally funded Indian-
operated social institutions (such as health clinics) and the provision of moneys 
earmarked for Indian people for postsecondary education” (2003:33).   This trend 
emerged in both the United States and Canada, alongside the required development of a 
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methodology for the state to clearly identify and distinguish who was and wasn’t 
indigenous. Throughout the final decades of the twentieth century international 
gatherings convened around the development of indigenous peoples and their rights and 
title.  The World Conference of Indigenous Peoples in 1975, the International Non-
Governmental Organization Conference on Indigenous Peoples of the Americas in 1977, 
and the Conference on Ethnocide and Ethnodevelopment in 1981 each contributed to the 
theoretical exploration of determining who counted as indigenous globally, as well as 
exploring the theoretical rights if these indigenous peoples.  In 2000 the U.N. 
Commission on Human Rights authorized the creation of a Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues, which was later formally established in 2002  (Miller 2003).    
The emergence of localized processes of indigenization in countries such as 
Canada, then, were framed by broader theoretical explorations of the definition, nature 
and legal rights of indigenous peoples.  This process involved collaboration between state 
officials through bodies such as the United Nations (Miller 2003), and also the 
collaboration of diverse indigenous peoples from across the globe (Blaser et al. 2004).  
As Miller notes, those attempting to find a universal definition for indigenous peoples 
struggled with the complexities exhibited by the peoples who themselves came forward 
in asserting themselves as indigenous.  The diversity of these peoples makes definitions 
based on social organization, modes of production or economic systems inadequate.  As 
one example, early definitions attempted to define indigenous peoples by means of the 
social organization of the tribe.  As Miller notes, “despite examples from the Americas, 
India, and Africa, indigenousness is not necessarily isomorphic with the idea of the tribe.  
One cannot simply locate indigenous peoples by finding tribal societies” (2003:36).  In 
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critically examining the definitions of indigenous peoples that have emerged since the 
1970s, Miller notes that these definitions tended to be relational, geographic, or based on 
primacy of occupation.   
“Relational definitions might be created around differences in 
mode of economy, geography, or temporal dimensions (such as the earliest 
inhabitants), but these approaches fail to allow for change in indigenous 
groups and in long-term processes of amalgamation and assimilation.  In 
addition, relational definitions fall prey t the “on-off” dilemma, the idea 
that contemporary indigenes, in some cases, were once or presently are the 
dominant groups in relations with other indigenes.  Contemporary 
indigenous rhetoric emphasizing difference based on spirituality and 
relations to the land merely heighten the problems for communities 
pressed to demonstrate continuity in these practices or to demonstrate 
them empirically to satisfy state tests” (2003:67).    
 
The contemporary diversity of indigenous peoples, and the various ways that 
indigenous peoples, organizations, communities and practices have become embedded in 
the legal structure, social organizations and politics of the states that enshrine them, 
continue to challenge any simply definitions of indigenous peoples.  The complexity of 
attempts to define indigenous peoples across time has important theoretical implications 
for critical explorations into histories and daily practices of indigenization.   
Indigenization is a response to the perpetuation of colonization, in the widest sense of the 
term.  In Canada, then, is it a response to the historical reluctance of the primarily Euro-
North American dominant class of settler society to acknowledge indigenous sovereignty, 
honour the treaties their governments made with First Nations, and participate sincerely 
in a national process of reconciliation to address the attempted genocide of Aboriginal 
peoples.  
Indigenous Peoples & Aboriginal Culture 
The term “indigenous peoples” enabled the collective voices of colonized peoples 
to be expressed strategically within the international arena, also enabling communication 
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and collaboration between indigenous peoples, evolving into transnational networks of 
communication, learning, alliance and exchange (Smith 1999, Blaser et al 2004).  This is 
an and-and rather than and either or: the term “indigenous people” much like the term 
“Aboriginal” has the potential to simultaneously homogenize distinct cultures while also 
advancing positions and perspectives that may be common to multiple indigenous 
cultures.   It is important to recognize that diversity within Aboriginal cultures doesn’t 
necessarily preclude commonalities between Aboriginal cultures. The history of 
colonization, indigenous rights and resistance, and contemporary networks had led to the 
emergence of a degree of common “Aboriginal culture,” singular- as a culture that is 
shared by people from many different Aboriginal societies in Canada.  This level of 
complexity necessitates a move beyond monolithic concepts of culture towards the 
understanding that people can have multiple cultures.  Some participants in this research, 
for example, identify as Cree, Aboriginal and Canadian simultaneously.  The diversity of 
the population with whom this research was conducted necessitated a theoretical 
understanding of indigenous peoples and indigenousness as diverse, dynamic and 
multiple.        
Definitions: Indigenization 
Indigenization has generally been understood to constitute a revolt against the 
intellectual imperialism perpetuated globally throughout the eighteenth century, and as a 
component of the opposition against the continued political and economic oppression of 
indigenous peoples (Bennagen 1980). Social workers and other participants in this 
research tended to agree that indigenization involves a process of claiming native space.  
Participants in the Roundtables event, or example, agreed that creating native space- 
which they characterized as culturally safe, non-judgmental, and accepting of Aboriginal 
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ceremonial and spiritual practices- is crucial to the indigenization process.  “This is not a 
simple process in an urban setting,” one representative from Vancouver Coastal Health 
expressed.  “Trying to get the validity of our knowledge accepted by the university and 
other major institutions is a major challenge.”  Another participant stated, “To me 
indigenization is about providing a culturally safe environment- whether in education, 
health, government or other settings or contexts.  To me indigenization is intuitive.  We 
need to keep it simple.  Listen to the people within the context of the institution or 
process being indigenized.” 
 Linda Smith asserts that there are at least two dimensions to projects of 
indigenization (1999).  The first, she explains, has occurred throughout the literature, and 
involves “a centering of landscapes, images, languages, themes, metaphors and stories in 
the indigenous world and the disconnecting of many of the cultural ties between the 
settler society and its metropolitan homeland” (1999:146).  This aspect of indigenization, 
she notes, has been strongly supported by non-indigenous activists and intellectuals.    
Smith sees a second dimension of the project as being “more of an indigenous project,” 
(1999:146), which I understand as a sentiment that it should be undertaken primarily by 
indigenous peoples.  This aspect involves the concept of the indigenist.  Here Smith 
invokes Ward Churchill, who writes: “The concept of indigenist means that I am one who 
not only takes the rights of indigenous peoples as the highest priority of my political life, 
but who draws upon the traditions- the bodies of knowledge and corresponding codes of 
values- evolved over many thousands of years by native peoples the world over” (quoted 
in Smith 1999: 146).  The terms indigenist, indigenizing, and indigenization, as Smith 
notes, centre a politics of indigenous identity and cultural action.  As the chapters 
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demonstrate, however, both dimensions of indigenization that Smith discusses are carried 
out by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people at PACWA- along with many who 
have both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal ancestry.   
Theories and definitions of indigenization often include an element of what has 
come to be known as decolonization.  This refers to perceived need to purge 
Eurocentrism from that which is being indigenized, thus registering a crucial break from 
the hegemony of a colonial past- and thereby exposing the Eurocentrism that has 
historically underpinned colonization and indigenous-state relations (Sinha et al., 2011).  
As Smith notes, “decolonization, once viewed as the formal process of handling over the 
instruments of government, is now recognized as a long-term process involving the 
bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic and psychological divesting of colonial power: (Smith 
1999: 98).  This is directly applicable to the context of child welfare in British Columbia, 
where the Ministry of Child and Family Development delegates Aboriginal agencies for 
child and family services through various stages of the provincial delegation model.  
Indigenization within the context of this research, then, is seen as a process whereby 
organizations inherit processes, structures and mandates previously the responsibility of 
the government, and remake them in ways grounded in Aboriginal cultural practices and 
worldviews.  This involves a necessary step of decolonization, followed by the 
indigenization process.  In urban spaces this process is particularly complex.  From which 
Aboriginal culture (or cultures), for example, does one indigenize an organization serving 
a diverse Aboriginal culture in a large urban centre such as Vancouver?      
 Scales of Indigenization 
Participants in this research were keen to point out that indigenization is a process 
that happens on multiple scales: individual, family, institution, community, and nation.  
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While discussion of the nature of the process and the necessary dimensions of 
implementation varied across these scales, there was agreement that indigenization 
requires making space for Aboriginal language, worldview, spirituality and cultural 
practice.  Any understanding of indigenization must be and/and rather than either/or.  
Understanding the various scales or contexts in which the process of indigenization 
occurs is greatly supported, I think, by an erosion of the dichotomies that often frame 
discussions of indigeneity and indigenous peoples.        
In considering the terms that have emerged to describe the first inhabitant of 
Canada (such as: Indian; Native; Aboriginal; First Nations; and Indigenous), one 
participant noted that each term creates and enables different identities. Indian, 
Aboriginal and First Nations are state identities with particular scope and focus within 
Canada, while ‘indigenous’ is a global identity.  Particular Aboriginal cultures- such as 
Musqueam, for example- are specific indigenous cultural identities.  These identities have 
notions of and ideas about personhood and metaphysical connection to land, water, plants 
and animals (environment and ecology) (Smith 1999; Blackstock 2009; Hart 2009b; 
Kovach 2009).  As one participant put it, “For me, indigenization is a process of 
reclaiming what Aboriginal people inherently know about what it is and what it means to 
be indigenous.  It is about reclaiming and reinstating our humanity as distinct Aboriginal 
people”.  The theoretical conception of indigenization mobilized in this research 
acknowledges multiple scales of indigenous identity, culture and indigenization.  These 
scales often intersect within the complexity of urban settings.  
Several participants highlighted processes of indigenizing self.  As one woman 
explained, “I was taken from my community and placed in foster care at the age of 4.  For 
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me, indigenization has been a personal process of indigenizing myself.”  “What am I 
doing to indigenize myself?” Another woman asked.  Many Aboriginal participants in 
this research, and their family members, had been forcibly removed from their 
communities and cultures by the residential school and/or child welfare systems.  There 
was a common narrative among these participants that a process of self-indigenization 
was central to the personal healing journeys associated with resolving the complex 
trauma they experienced from those events- and the life trajectories that they attributed to 
those incursions by the state.   
As Miller has notes, “[there is a] widely articulated viewpoint among people who 
are partially of indigenous ancestry but were raised outside of the influences of 
indigenous people and communities.  Some of these people believe that they know the 
indigenous experience and culture intrinsically by virtue of their ancestry, outside of any 
socialization, training, or obvious source of direct knowledge” (2003:40).  This is 
certainly representative of a significant group of participants in this research.  This group 
included participants on entirely Aboriginal or mixed ancestry who had grown up in the 
city, away from their ancestral Aboriginal communities and territories.  Some had parents 
who came to the city for education and employment, or to escape many of the 
challenging and unhealthy conditions that existed and persist in reserve communities.   
These participants were more divided on the issue of self-indigenization.  While 
some argued that a process of self-indigenization was necessary to decolonize 
themselves, others firmly asserted that “we don’t need to indigenize ourselves, as we are 
Aboriginal from different cultures and we carry that with us.” Miller clearly articulates 
the challenges that claims to intrinsic Aboriginal knowledge present for social scientists 
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attempting to determine if a person, practice or process is indigenous.  “In this view,” 
Miller writes, “proponents believe they can connect directly to indigenous cosmology of 
any historical period and engage directly in the experience of indigenous peoples from 
the deep past…” (2003:40).  Miller calls this argument racist, as race is held to determine 
culture (2003).  This claim reveals one of the central theoretical tensions within the work 
of indigenization.  While indigenous philosophies and approaches acknowledge the 
transmission of intergenerational knowledge accessible through ceremony and other 
spiritual practice (Wilson 2008; Hart 2009a; 2009b), Euro-North American theoretical 
approaches reserve the transmission of culture and knowledge to that which is externally 
observable and therefore evidence-based within the post-Enlightenment sense of the 
term.  Regardless of their particular stance regarding self-indigenization, and the sources 
from which one may connect to and derive indigenous knowledge and experience, 
participants agreed on the need to create policies and structures to allow and support 
people to express their Aboriginal culture, knowledge and practices.  
Participants also acknowledge the complexities of the indigenization process for 
both people of multiple Aboriginal ancestries, as well as for organizations working with 
diverse Aboriginal peoples.  “From which Aboriginal culture am I indigenizing myself?” 
one participant asked.  “The term,” she argued “ implies more commonalities in 
indigeneity than there maybe is, even though there are some important commonalities.”  
This comment references important issues about whether indigenization is the same for 
all Aboriginal cultures, and if not, what does it mean to indigenize a person, policy, 
organization or practice in a climate of urban diversity where the subject of 
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indigenization may have features, components and histories in a variety of Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal cultures and institutions?   
Participants agreed that indigenization should be thought of as a process of 
transformation grounded in Aboriginal worldviews.  One participant defined 
indigenization as “a process whereby an organization embraces Aboriginal values and 
traditions, and creates space to validate indigenous worldviews.”  “Indigenization to me 
is learning and teaching a lens of perception,” a participating social worker from 
PACWA explained, “An Aboriginal worldview with attitudes, beliefs, opinions and 
values brought forward from the past for use in daily life.”  A faculty member from 
Native Education College explained, “indigenization, in the context of education, can be 
teaching Aboriginal culture and methodologies for decolonization and healing, and 
looking at these topics from an indigenous point of view.  It’s also about how we deliver 
services to Aboriginal clientele and students using Elders and Aboriginal practices.”  As a 
representative of the Vancouver School Board put it, “in the context of the VSB, we are 
trying to find ways to infuse authentic cultural histories, experiences and Aboriginal 
contributions to today’s world so it’s not all focused on pre-contact.  Indigenization is 
about finding ways to infuse daily practices and protocols into everything we do, for both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students, so that there is a greater wealth of knowledge 
coming from an Aboriginal perspective.”  An Aboriginal chief participating in the 
Roundtables event argued that Indigenization goes both ways: not only do we need to 
indigenize inherited organizations such as PACWA, he explained, but also our own 
reserve communities and our nations.   
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Within the context of the social sciences, many understand indigenization to refer 
to the development of the social sciences with the nation as the basis.  In this 
understanding of the term, indigenization has been applied to projects of creating national 
incarnations of the social sciences, such as anthropology, psychology and sociology 
(Alatas 2005).  With a nation as its base, these projects are often criticized for advancing 
knowledge systems, worldviews and other cultural features assumed to be universal to 
the given nation- at the expense of attention to the diversities that lie within (Alatas 
2005).  Indian anthropologists, as one example, have lamented that the indigenization of 
anthropology has failed to take into account the social and cultural diversity of their 
country- instead positing the possibility of an ‘Indian’ anthropology as if there was a 
homogeneous Indian viewpoint or way of thinking (Sinha et al., 2011).  Many theorists 
and researchers, alongside the participants in this research, also question the degree to 
which indigenization rooted in a broad notion on Aboriginal culture in Canada may fail to 
acknowledge important differences between the many Aboriginal cultures in Canada. 
Canada is diverse in many ways.  It is the second largest country in the world 
(behind Russia), and ranks 35th globally in terms of population size.  It is one of the most 
diverse nations in terms of indigenous cultures, and is presently home to diverse settlers 
from across Europe and diaspora from across Asian, Latin America, Africa and elsewhere 
in the world.  This presents a significant complexity to any project of indigenization.  
This also demonstrates the ineffectiveness of the Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal binary which 
is often used as a conceptually orienting dichotomy in Canada, and fails to acknowledge 
or accommodate contemporary (and historic) diversity by homogenizing both sides of the 
equation.  The diversity between peoples (such as between the Haida and the Musqueam, 
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between Chinese and Japanese Canadians, or between Anglo and French Canadians) is 
but one dimension of contemporary diversity in Canada: the diversity between.  The 
Canadian population also continues to display diversity within.  That is to say that many 
people in urban British Columbia, as just one example, have Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal ancestry.  Processes of indigenization often involve breaking down colonial 
dichotomies.  Within the context of indigenization efforts in Canada, the colonial 
dichotomy of Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal is a prime example.  Any attempt at 
indigenization neglecting the disruption of this dichotomy will fail to accommodate the 
realities of contemporary diversities (between and within), and ultimately fall prey to 
emergent theory and practice rooted in in pan-indigenism or similar homogenizing 
concepts. 
While some participants saw indigenization as a process that can homogenize 
indigeneity by assuming a common process across diverse Aboriginal cultures, others felt 
that it was a process that supported recognition and relationships between indigenous 
peoples.  As one participant put it, “Indigenization is a forward looking process rather 
than a backward looking one.  How do I as a Shequepmec person relate to Cree or Metis 
people, how do I interact with them in a way that is respectful of who they are while also 
being respected for who I am, and how do I contribute to or give back to the local First 
Nations in who’s territory I am living? 
Along this same vein, a chief from the Squamish nation explained:  
“To me indigenization has to start with your own people, with 
compassion and love for each other, and without lateral violence.  There is 
so much lateral violence in our communities.  We have to allow for 
diversity in ways of doing within.  Indigenization must also acknowledge 
transformation.  We have never been static.  Our young people today do 
spoken word, hip-hop, and are getting involved in mainstream politics… 
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We have never been static, and transformation and adaptation run through 
our stories.  All of our stories and myths start with a catalyst of change, 
involve a supernatural intervention and conclude with a transformation.  
The same story told over and over again.” 
Implementation examples linked to theory building 
Theorizing indigenization is one thing, and putting it into practice is quite another.  
In considering the practice and process of indigenization, whether in an academic 
discipline or some other institution or organization, Enriquez considers the generation 
and use of indigenous viewpoints in two broad ways: Indigenization from within, 
referring to the process in which key indigenous concepts, methods and theories are 
semantically elaborated, codified, systematized and then applied; and indigenization from 
without, referring to the modification and translation of imported materials that are 
ultimately assimilated theoretically and culturally (Enriquez 1994: 22). 
Atal, on the other hand, has made the distinction between indigenization and 
endogenous development.  Taken literally, endogenous development signifies 
development generated from within, with little or no place for any exogenous influence.  
Indigenization, by contrast, at least honestly alludes to outside contact by emphasizing 
the need for indigenizing the exogenous elements to suit local requirements.  Contrary to 
Smith (1999), Atal takes the position that whether this is done by the ‘indigenous’ or by 
‘outsiders’ is mere detail (1981: 193). 
Generally speaking, what is meant by indigenization by Enriquez and other 
authors includes both what Atal refers to as endogenous development and indigenization.  
It has been widely recognized and accepted that if serious efforts are to be made to bring 
about more relevant social sciences, the selective assimilation of exogenous (Euro-North 
American) elements should be considered a vital part of the endogenous intellectual 
activity (Alatas 1981: 462).  This is most often the contemporary reality, and is certainly 
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the case within the context of efforts to indigenize child welfare systems in British 
Columbia, Canada, and elsewhere in the indigenous world. 
Indigenization projects around the world insist that all cultures, civilizations and 
historical experiences must be regarded as legitimate sources of ideas.  Local scholars, 
practitioners, professionals and other community members should all have the 
opportunity to contribute along with their Euro-North counterparts (Fahim 1970: 397).  
As one participant explained, “In the organization where I work, we fist developed a plan 
of change and then a framework to implement this plan.  The type of changes required for 
indigenization tend to involve bold statements, such as making room for the validation of 
Aboriginal knowledge as equality legitimate as mainstream knowledge.  There is an 
expectation within organizations pursuing indigenization that people understand the 
conceptual framework guiding the process.”  Another participant aptly noted, “If I’m a 
patient, I would like the healthcare provider to have some sense of who I am as a person 
and how I would like to be helped.”  Elaborating on this point, a social worker explained, 
“within the context of urban Aboriginal child and family services, what’s most important 
is to get to know the family.  Acknowledge who they are, what their spirit is, Nation, 
culture, family history, residential school, the 60’s scoop.  Families need to be heard.”   
Indigenous content does not equal indigenization.  As one participant put it, “you 
can’t simply slap on beads and feathers and claim that what you’re doing is indigenous.”  
This sentiment was shared widely by participants in this research: “There are many more 
examples of courses that engage indigenous perspectives and knowledge in Western 
ways that ones that are actually indigenized.  Three hours a week in a classroom is not an 
indigenized methodology for teaching or learning,” and “Indigenizing mental health is 
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more than putting Aboriginal art on the walls,” are examples of participants arguing this 
point.  Indigenization requires more than a beads and feathers approach.  Within diverse 
urban contexts of indigenization, identifying structures, practices and peoples as 
indigenous is merely the first layer of complexity.  Which indigenous cultures and 
protocols to draw from when, where and from whom, and which Euro-North American 
(exogenous) components to include in the process form central tensions within the work.    
All of this is framed in colonial histories, contemporary Aboriginal-state relations, and 
false dichotomies that complicate critical inquiry and daily practice.   
Theoretical Approaches to Collaborative and Historically Sensitive 
Ethnography 
Theoretical consideration of indigenous peoples, colonial histories and 
contemporary colonization, and processes and practices of indigenization have led to 
explorations into what Syed Farid Alatas calls “indigenized anthropology” (Alatas 2005: 
234).  For Alatas indigenized anthropology “…draws upon indigenous historical 
experiences and cultural practices for its concepts and theories.  Indigenization,” he 
asserts, “requires the turn to indigenous philosophies, epistemologies, histories, art and 
other modes of knowledge, which are all potential sources of social science theories and 
concepts” (Alatas 2005: 234).   
Scholars and researchers in Canada, considering decolonization and 
indigenization in a national context, also describe a process that involves a deconstruction 
of aspects of knowing and being driven into indigenous peoples through compulsory 
rigorous and explicitly assimilationist colonial practices such as missionization, 
residential schooling, and the child welfare system (Smith 1999; Garydon 2008).  
Participants in the Roundtables, interviews and other research engagements concur that 
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indigenization involves a process of decolonization followed by a period of grounding 
theory, practice and organizational structures and processes in Aboriginal language, 
worldview, values, relationship to land, and spiritual and ceremonial beliefs and 
practices.  The process also occurs on many different scales, as discussed above.  One 
participant explained that her parents had been taken to residential school.  As parents 
they would not teach their children their indigenous language.  This woman grew up in an 
urban centre in British Columbia, and described her own process of self indigenization as 
she learned how colonial history had disabled the transmission of language, life ways, 
and spiritual and ceremonial practices in her family, community and culture.  This is the 
case for a great many Aboriginal people.      
Making space for projects of indigenization in major urban centres remains a 
central challenge across Canada.  As one participant noted, even when a person is 
successful at indigenizing themselves, a department of their organization, or an entire 
organization or business, they still must be able to survive in the non-Aboriginal world.  
This reveals a very real tension people experience within the process of indigenization.  
Indigenized organizations may, for example, have a value system, organizational culture, 
and policies and procedures that are not congruent with their mainstream counterparts, or 
the broader mainstream society in which they operate.  This challenge is real.  While 
some scholars have taken this tension to be indicative of a problem of 
incommensurability between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal approaches, this is simply 
not the case.  This argument indirectly creates an Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal dichotomy, 
where the two necessary pieces of the dyad are positioned as oppositional and 
incommensurate.  Successful projects of indigenization accomplished by Aboriginal and 
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non-Aboriginal peoples (as well as those who fall outside this dichotomy), and drawing 
from diverse cultural values, knowledge and practices demonstrate that this is not the 
case (see chapters VI and VII).    
This much is evident in the ethnography: indigenization in urban Canada is not 
simply a process of deconstructing European cultural elements forced upon Aboriginal 
peoples and rebuilding indigenous cultures and societies in the image of their pre-contact 
ancestors.  The danger in theories of indigenization is the ease at which they can carry us 
to dichotomous conclusions of Aboriginal people on the one hand and settler society on 
the other.  The obvious problem with the dichotomy is the immense heterogeneity of each 
side, as well as they multitude of ways in which diverse Aboriginal peoples, European 
settlers and other immigrant peoples and becomes embedded and interconnected in 
contemporary Canada (Harmon 1998; Perry 2001; Raibmon 2005).  Theories of 
indigenization have the potential to draw too many generalizations about indigeneity at 
the expense of recognizing important differences between Aboriginal cultures.  They also 
have the potential of supporting the creation of a homogenized colonial or mainstream 
polar opposite- from which the homogenous indigenous subject must be decolonized in 
order to then be indigenized. 
In the North American context, the work of indigenizing theory and research in 
anthropology and social work through processes of decolonization and grounding in 
indigenous philosophies, epistemologies, histories, art and other modes of knowledge- 
which are all potential sources of social science theories and concepts- is well underway.  
This is demonstrated by the work of Fournier and Crey (1997), Harmon (1998), Alfred 
(1999), Smith (1999), Perry (2001), Miller (2003, 2008, 2012), Nadasdy (2003), Menzies 
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(2004), Raibmon (2005), Desmeules  (2007), Emberley (2007), Miller (2008), Blackstock 
(2009), Hart (2009) and Léveillé, et al (2011), among many others.  
     Scholars in anthropology, social work, critical indigenous studies, and related 
fields continue to document these complexities.  The diversities within and between 
Aboriginal peoples and settlers are so permeable that in many cases individuals are both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal.  A great many practices and social institutions have both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal technologies, values, concepts and philosophies 
(Newhouse and Voyageur 2005).  A person is not always either Aboriginal or non-
Aboriginal, and more often than not- at least in the context of this research- they are both.  
This requires a theoretical shift from the either-or dichotomous thinking common to post-
Enlightenment Euro-North American mainstream society towards the and-and thinking 
characteristics on many Aboriginal cultures in British Columbia and across Canada.                  
 Challenges 
A number of challenges and potential pitfalls associated with theories of 
indigenization have been identified and documented within the literature.  Scholars have 
noted that the necessary component of decolonization within indigenization efforts has 
the potential to swing the pendulum from cultural imperialism to nativism, or some other 
dogmatic position- resulting in manifestations of indigenization that prioritize everything 
perceived as indigenous, at the expense of valid exogenous theories, practices and 
technologies (Sinha et al. 2011).  This theoretical orientation guiding this research 
acknowledges that valid processes of indigenization can include or otherwise make use of 
non-indigenous structures, values, technologies and practices.  Other negative reactions 
to the term indigenization have to do with the way it has been used in political discourse. 
For example, during his rule in South Korea, Park Chung-Hee referred to the 
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indigenization of democracy to justify authoritarian rule with a Confucian basis (Alatas 
2005).  The central critique here is: are we to assume that a concept, theory or practice is 
“good” simply because it is indigenous?  Debates around this question become 
particularly inflammatory when discussing indigenous practices such as female genital 
surgery (Boddy 2007).  Similarly, there are questions about Aboriginal practices and 
approaches within the context of indigenizing child welfare.  One example provided by a 
social worker participating in this research involved the question of whether it was 
appropriate for social workers at Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association to 
facilitate youth of appropriate Aboriginal backgrounds in attending Sundance ceremonies 
where ritual piercing occurs.  While many workers felt that this traditional practice could 
play a critical role in the cultural development of these youth, others questioned the 
practice of ritual piercing.  
Alatas also refers to a ‘pernicious rhetoric’ that is a property of indigenization 
(2005).  As he notes, forms of consociation based on indigeneity are bound up in details 
of biological ancestry and territory, or place.  The term indigenous, in the historical 
colonial sense discussed here, connotes features of insularity and closeness that are 
incongruent with contemporary urban Aboriginal populations.  As an adjective, 
‘indigenous’ connotes notions of tribality, ethnicity, native status or race that are often 
seen as mutually inexclusive with the territories or places they are conceptually bound to.  
This is similar to Miller’s argument, discussed above, critiquing notions of indigeneity 
that are fundamentally connected to and or derived from race.  Within the context of 
urban Aboriginal child welfare, for example, some practitioners argue that Aboriginal 
children cannot fully realize their identity and cultural potential until they have visited the 
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territory of their people.  So an Aboriginal child in foster care in Vancouver, then, may be 
seen as requiring a trip to their ‘home’ community- a place where may have not been 
born, and may no longer have any family.  This ‘home’ may also be a reserve designated 
by the Canadian government, rather than the ancestral territory of their people.  The 
complexities and implications of such challenges within projects of indigenization are 
discussed in subsequent chapters in this dissertation.      
Finally, there is the view that indigenization implies that Euro-North American 
knowledge is universal and that it simply needs to be localized or domesticated and that 
there is nothing endogenous to be contributed to the social sciences.  The vast majority of 
research participants involved in projects of indigenization where explicit about their 
position that it is not necessary to discard insights provided by Euro-North American 
social sciences, but rather to open up the possibilities for indigenous philosophies, 
epistemologies and histories to become additional (and equal) bases on knowledge.  
Without indigenization projects throughout the world, it is one set of indigenous 
discourse that dominates (Mainstream Euro-North American).  Proponents of 
indigenization included in this research conceive of indigenization not as the rejection of 
Western social sciences, but rather the selective adaptation of it to local needs.  This is 
confirmed within the literature, and as Alatas notes, the acceptance, rejection or extension 
of knowledge from Euro-North American cultural sources is not based on the grounds of 
origin but rather on criteria of relevance that are established as a result of consciousness 
of the problems of colonization and cultural imperialism, cultural appropriation and 
perpetuated oppression, inequality and dependency (2005).  Referring to the 
indigenization of development thinking, Hettne suggests that the solution to academic 
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imperialism is not to altogether do away with Euro-North American concepts altogether, 
but to adopt a more realistic understanding of Euro-North American social sciences as 
reflecting particular geographic and historical contexts (Hettne 1991).    
The call for indigenization, then, can also be seen as a call for the universalization 
of the social sciences.  Universalization, here, refers to the acceptance of the notion of 
social science as a universal discourse which is constituted by various civilizational or 
cultural expressions- each of them contributing to the understanding of the human 
condition.  To the extent that the internationalization of the social sciences requires a 
plurality of philosophical and cultural expressions, the indigenization of social science 
projects around the world must be seen as adding to the dominant Euro-North American 
voice (Alatas 2005).  Theories of indigenization recognize that the anthropological ideas 
that founded the discipline of Anthropology were and are not the only anthropological 
ideas.  Anthropology has perhaps historically been better at querying and documenting 
the happenings of other cultures than it has been as considering how alternate 
epistemologies and ontologies produce different fundamental questions about culture and 
society, and what theories and methodologies might arise from these alternate 
approaches. 
Indigenizing Urban Aboriginal Child Welfare: Theoretical 
Considerations 
In Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations and Contexts, 
Kovach discusses story and oral history as indigenous methodologies.  Something as 
simple as an individual’s recounting of a particular happening, she notes, can be an oral 
history (Kovack 2009). There are two general forms of stories within Indigenous 
cultures: stories that hold mythical elements (such as creation and teaching stories); and 
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personal narratives of place, happenings, and experiences.  Both categories of indigenous 
story are not always transferred simply by means of lexical form, but also through visual 
symbols, song, prayer and other practices inhabiting the “interaction” side of the context 
of “language-interaction” in which storytelling occurs (Kovack 2009).  As Miller notes, 
First Nations in British Columbia include family stories/oral histories as a third type of 
story (personal communication).   
As scholars in critical discourse analysis have pointed out, such stories can never 
be decontextualized from the teller, as well as the context in which they are told (Duranti 
1997; Johnstone 2008).  “The anthropological focus on the rich oral traditions within 
tribal societies has tended to relegate story to a historic cultural method that lacks 
currency within contemporary knowledge centres.  The underlying assumption is that oral 
tradition is of pre-literate tribal groups and no longer has the same application in a literate 
and technological world.  It is a challenge for Indigenous researchers is to find openings 
to honour this integral quality of Indigenous inquiry” (Kovack, 2009 96).   
Kovach argues that the use of story as method without an understanding of 
cultural epistemology, defined broadly, can create problems with understanding the 
totality of Indigenous narrative (Kovack 2009).  Kovack discusses “Indigenous culture” 
and “Indigenous epistemology,” which, unfortunately, preserves the homogenization of 
colonial labels such as “Indian.”  There is, in fact, no one Indigenous culture in Canada, 
but rather a dynamic multitude of Indigenous (or Aboriginal) cultures with individuals 
connected in multiple and dynamic ways.  While story plays a central role in all 
Aboriginal cultures in Canada, I would hesitate to claim that the ontological and 
epistemological assumptions and understandings motivating the use of stories in 
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language-interaction are synonymous across this immense diversity.  More relevant to my 
particular inquiries here is the everyday work of stories within the context of PACWA, 
and the role of story in the historic process and daily practices of indigenization. 
Kovach, and many others, draw attention to the question of commensurability.  
People can understand each other and there are things we might not be able to understand 
about each other- both within and between cultures.  There is less as issue of 
commensurability, I think, than there are degrees of familiarity and understanding.  
Kovack writes, “The notion that everyone understands a story and that it is an effective 
means for gaining insight and making sense of the world is not contested.  What is 
contested, however, is that story is an apolitical, acultural method that can be applied 
without consideration of the knowledge system that sustains it.  From that perspective, 
engaging with tribal stories means understanding their form, purpose, and substance from 
a tribal perspective.  To attempt to understand tribal stories from a Western perspective 
(or any other cultural perspective) is likely to miss the point, possibly causing harm” 
(2009: 97).  This makes good sense if the research is being conducted within a single or 
limited group of Aboriginal cultures.  It has less relevance, however, within the context 
of the scale of Aboriginal diversity present in Vancouver, Toronto, Winnipeg and other 
urban centres across Canada.   Urban diversity complicates the work.  At PACWA, 
neither staff nor clients have the luxury of the simplicity that comes with navigating a 
single or small group of cultural protocols and contexts.  
The history of missionization and the Indian Residential School System resulted 
in many Aboriginal peoples adopting Christianity.  Today there are a great many 
Aboriginal people in and around Vancouver, BC who practice both Aboriginal culture 
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and Christian practice.  How are we to make sense of their stories, by means of a 
particular Aboriginal interpretive lens or a Judeo-Christian one?  Similarly, how is a 
researcher best to interpret the stories and narratives of a participant who is a quarter 
German, a quarter Cree and half Haida?  The fieldwork practice of this research quickly 
revealed that the Indigenous/non-Indigenous, modern/traditional, urban/reserve, and 
authentic/inauthentic dichotomies are limiting and ineffective in orienting research 
design, methodology, field techniques, and the interpretation and analysis of data within 
contemporary urban field site exhibiting the diversity displayed by clients, staff, partners 
and others involved with or connected to Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association.            
Theories of indigenization have the danger of failing to accommodate the 
diversity present in urban Aboriginal populations in Canada.  The reality within contexts 
of Aboriginal child welfare in urban British Columbia is that multiple dimensions of 
diversity exist both within and between the staff, families, and children involved in the 
system.   If we are to accept Kovach’s position, for example, then a Cree social worker 
with some German ancestry, a Squamish and Musqueam mother, a Cree and Oneida 
father, and their children will never truly understand each other, and the Metis researcher 
empirically querying the historical processes of indigenization that have brought them 
together, and the daily practices of indigenization in which they participate together, 
would be doomed to multiple distortions due to incongruences between theoretical 
concepts and orienting principles, and the cultural diversities of the research participants 
present.  While it is common for people of multiple Aboriginal ancestries to register with 
a particular band and identify strongly with a particular Aboriginal nation, I do not accept 
Kovach’s position within the context of research with urban Aboriginal peoples.  While I 
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agree with much of Kovach’s work, the history and daily work of indigenization at 
PACWA demonstrates that indigenized anthropology- and projects of indigenization- 
defy the stipulations that have been set by scholars, researchers and indigenous 
intellectuals and activists.  The theories and understandings of indigenization put forth 
recognize the important diversities that exist between indigenous peoples, but fail to 
account for the complexity of indigenous diversity that is on the rise is every major urban 
centre in Canada- where the majority of indigenous peoples in Canada now reside.    
Conclusion 
Terms like indigenization or decolonization are very useful to rally attention 
towards a particular set of problems, but they can also work against us when we use them 
like we understand them.  They are not finite, bounded, or the same across all contexts, 
but simply mark out an area for the thought that has to happen for us to do the work we 
need to do.  Any definition of indigenization will fall short because of this.  Instead of 
attempting some finite and static definition, and a prescriptive series of steps, it is more 
useful to develop a comparative understanding of how the process and practice works for 
different people in different contexts in different places at different times.  This 
dissertation is grounded in a theoretical notion of Aboriginal/indigenous peoples and of 
indigenization that acknowledges the colonial history of Canada, the diversity of 
contemporary urban Aboriginal populations, and the multitude of diverse peoples 
involves in various stages of indigenization within organizations such as PACWA.  This 
theoretical orientation and the methodologies and research practices discussed in chapter 
II are put into practice throughout the subsequent chapter of this dissertation.    
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IV. Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association (PACWA) 
 Introduction 
Canada today has a decentralized child welfare system in which over 300 
provincial and territorial child welfare agencies operate under the jurisdictions of 13 
Canadian provinces and territories (Trocmé et al., 2010).  There were 121 Métis, First 
Nations, and urban Aboriginal child and family services agencies either in operation or 
proceeding with provincially or federally recognized planning processes as of 2011 
(during the period of this research).  Of these, 84 agencies have entered into signed 
agreements with provincial governments affirming their mandate and rights to apply 
provincial child welfare legislation and to provide the full range of child welfare services.  
These services include programs in family preservation, guardianship (foster care and 
other out of home care), residential resources (management of foster parents and out of 
home options), child protection, various programs for collaborative practice, and 
adoption- though the latter has been granted to only a select minority of these agencies.  
The remaining agencies assumed a more limited range of responsibilities under 
provincial or territorial child welfare legislation (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013).   
There are currently no comprehensive estimates of the proportion of the 
Aboriginal population served by Aboriginally governed agencies. However, the Auditor 
General (2008) estimated that First Nations agencies provide at least partial services to 
about 442 of 606 First Nations groups. In addition, Sinha and Leduc (2011) recently 
estimated that 30% of First Nations children live in areas where First Nations or urban 
Aboriginal agencies are responsible for conducting child welfare investigations.  With the 
majority of Aboriginal peoples now living in urban areas (Statistics Canada, 2006), 
Aboriginally governed agencies now serve the large urban Aboriginal populations of 
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Toronto, Vancouver, Edmonton and Winnipeg, as well as several smaller urban 
Aboriginal communities across Canada. (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013). 
Child welfare legislation in most provinces and territories now includes special 
considerations for service provision to Aboriginal children, families, and communities. 
(Sinha and Kozlowski 2013).  British Columbia legislation states, “Aboriginal people 
should be involved in the planning and delivery of services to [A]boriginal families and 
their children” ("British Columbia Child, Family and Community Service Act," 1996, 
Part 1, Service delivery principles, 3b).  In many jurisdictions, legislation contains special 
provisions for Aboriginal children placed in out of home care. Legislation in British 
Columbia, Ontario, and the Yukon, for example, prioritizes kinship care, and living 
arrangements in which children are placed under the supervision of a family member 
(Gough, 2006). Legislation in Alberta and British Columbia also requires that when an 
Aboriginal child is placed out of the home, the aspiring guardian must present a plan 
describing ways that the child’s Aboriginal culture, heritage, spirituality, and traditions 
will be fostered. (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013). 
As Hanna and Russ note: 
"The [Child, Family and Community Services Act] (CFCSA) 
contains special principles for dealing with Aboriginal children and 
communities. Bands or communities are entitled to notice when a child is 
removed from the parents' home. The guiding and service delivery 
principles of the CFCSA require that the kinship ties and cultural identity 
of Aboriginal children should be preserved, that Aboriginal people should 
be involved in planning and delivering services to Aboriginal children and 
families, and that the community should be involved in planning and 
services, which should be provided in ways that are sensitive to the 
culture, racial, and religious heritage of the families receiving them.  The 
CFCSA also states that in determining a child's best interests, the child's 
cultural, racial, and religious heritage must be considered. The child's 
cultural identity is one factor and will be weighed differently by courts 
depending on the circumstances of the case" (Hanna & Russ 2007). 
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Some jurisdictions also have Aboriginal-specific practice standards. For instance, 
the Aboriginal Operational Practice Standards and Indicators (AOPSI) in British 
Columbia were developed by representatives of the Caring for First Nations Children 
Society (CFNCS), Aboriginal child welfare agencies, Aboriginal and Northern 
Development Canada (AANDC), and the British Columbia Ministry of Children and 
Family Development. The standards manual outlines expectations that child placement 
within Aboriginal communities will be prioritized, families and communities will be 
involved in intervention plans, children’s access to information on their heritage will be 
promoted, and a child’s access to cultural ceremonies will be ensured (Sinha and 
Kozlowski 2013). 
As Sinha and Kozlowski note, in addition to the legislation and standards 
developed by or in connection with the provinces and territories, child welfare practices 
may be shaped by Aboriginal laws and customs.  While I could find no formal review of 
the role of Aboriginal laws and customs in child welfare, their influence is reflected in the 
descriptions that Aboriginal child welfare agencies offer of their own work.  For 
example, Nisga’a Child and Family Services state on their website that they provide 
services “consistent with both the Ayuukhl Nisga’a (the laws and customs of the Nisga’a 
people) and British Columbia statutes and policies” (Nisga’a Child and Family Services, 
n.d., para. 1). (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013).  Staff and leadership at PACWA also draw on 
Aboriginal law and customs within practices of indigenization, and the following 
chapters discuss in further detail.  
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Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association (PACWA) emerged within the 
broader context of the development of Aboriginal social work theory and practice in 
Canada, and within the development of British Columbia’s delegation model.  The 
growth and development of PACWA has been shaped by the Association’s trajectory 
throughout the six stages of the Delegation model.  As it moved progressively through 
these stages, PACWA has inherited programs, staffing, policy and procedures from the 
Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD).  With each new addition to its 
colonial inheritance, PACWA has set itself upon the task of decolonizing and 
indigenizing that which it has accepted.  The range of both possibilities and successes 
varies significantly across the association’s history of decolonization and indigenization. 
Three models characterize the relationship between Aboriginal agencies for child 
welfare and the provincial government in British Columbia: the delegated model; the 
band-by-law model; and the tripartite model.   The delegated model is by far the most 
common and involves the transfer of responsibilities described under provincial child 
welfare legislation from a province to an Aboriginal child welfare agency. The First 
Nations band or Aboriginal community assumes governance responsibility, but remains 
bound to provincial legislation, and receives federal (on-reserve) or provincial (off-
reserve) funding. Responsibilities are transferred incrementally, and all delegated 
Aboriginal agencies in British Columbia acquire increased responsibilities as they 
progress through the six stage of Canada’s most complex delegation model (Sinha and 
Kozlowski 2013). 
The band-by-law model was created in 1981, when the Spallumcheen First 
Nation, the government of British Columbia, and the federal government signed an 
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agreement legally acknowledging the right of the Spallumcheen Indian Band to 
jurisdictional control over child welfare services to members of the Spallumcheen Nation 
(J. A. Macdonald, 1985).  As a result, it became the only First Nation in Canada to 
operate under a band-by- law model that frees it from provincial laws and standards 
(Union of British Columbia Chiefs, 2002). 
The Tripartite model is also a singular case.  The government of British 
Columbia, the federal government, and the Nisga’a Lisims First Nation governments 
signed a treaty in 1999 agreeing that the Nisga’a Lisims Nation may “make laws with 
respect to children and family service on Nisga’a lands” (Foster, 2007:55) as long as they 
are comparable to provincial standards. The Nisga’a Lisims Nation agency is funded by 
the federal government and is the only First Nations agency in Canada to operate under 
this type of tripartite model. (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013). 
PACWA began as a small advocacy group with a support services contract with 
the Ministry.  This support services program later became the family preservation 
program.  PACWA’s initial Delegation, in 2001, included guardianship and residential 
resources.  It was not until 2008 that the Association was fully delegated, and assumed a 
program in child protection.  PACWA’s mission statement is “to provide holistic service 
delivery that culturally and spiritually strengthens Aboriginal families,” and their vision 
is that of “a balanced and harmonious Aboriginal community.” The organization is 
guided by the values of humility, integrity, respect, belonging, strength-based practice.  
Each office has a medicine room (for traditional Aboriginal healing practices), and a 
clinical Elder moves between the offices and is available for staff at those locations 
throughout the week (discussed further in chapter VII). 
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 Daily work at PACWA is infused with an inescapably tension of balancing 
provincial standards on the one hand, and Aboriginal standards on the other. Social 
workers hold significant power- in some cases more than the Vancouver Police 
Department- and the decisions they make are often as difficult and complicated as 
evaluating whether it is in a child’s ‘best interest’ to remain with their mother and/or 
other family.    
Over the course of twenty years, Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association 
(PACWA) has grown from an advocacy group with a handful of employees into one of 
the largest NGOs engaged in Aboriginal child and family services in Canada.  With three 
offices in Vancouver, and more than 150 employees, PACWA operates multiple sites 
where diverse peoples come together, not always voluntarily, to navigate Aboriginal 
child welfare.  Amidst various specializations of social workers and PACWA staff, foster 
parents, biological families (nuclear and extended), healthcare, education, legal 
professionals and community partners, and Aboriginal Elders, knowledge keepers and 
band representatives, the focus of the work remains on determining, elaborating, and 
implementing the “best interest of the child” as defined by both provincial legislation 
(CFCSA 1996) and Aboriginal worldviews and customary law.   
 Staff at PACWA face complicated questions such as: How does an organization 
serving children from diverse Aboriginal cultures- many of them having ancestry in 
multiple Aboriginal cultures and sometimes non-Aboriginal ancestry as well- determine a 
course of action that is “sensitive to the culture, racial, and religious heritage” of a given 
child?  What is in the best interest of an Aboriginal child with Tsleil-Waututh, Métis and 
Dutch ancestry who happens to be Catholic, for example?  
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 One cannot discuss the history and daily practices of indigenization in an 
Aboriginal organization for child welfare without acknowledging the meaning the word 
‘culture’ has taken up within the context.  “Indigenous social workers and social work 
educators continue to resist attempts by mainstream social work institutions to either 
assimilate Indigenous social work within a Euro-western paradigm or categorize and 
marginalize it as “cultural” (Baikie 2009: 42). Social workers at PACWA work within a 
fast paced and crisis driven environment.  The context is charged with discourse, 
categories, and patterns of structure and practice historic to Aboriginal child welfare in 
Canada.  Interactions are often shaped when oppositional categories are placed into 
relationship, such as the stereotypical example of the ‘young white female social worker’ 
and the ‘angry Aboriginal mother’ facing-off, as discussed later.  Ministry audited 
practice and information systems, legislation and other policies have impacted the history 
a do impact the daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.  The association has not 
only decolonized and indigenized what they have inherited from MCFD, but has also 
spearheaded endogenous indigenization, developing new policies, ceremonies, 
approaches, and Aboriginal based wellness practices.   
Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association (PACWA): The Early 
Years, 1989-1998 
PACWA’s predecessor, the Circle of Cedars Society, emerged in response to 
community concern about the overwhelming representation of Aboriginal children in the 
child welfare system, and a desire for the formalization of an urban Aboriginal child 
welfare service in Vancouver.  A resolution passed at an annual general meeting of the 
United Native Nations, an organization representing off reserve Aboriginal people, led to 
the “negotiation of funding with the Regional Ministry of Social Services to be involved 
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in the planning for Aboriginal families who were involved in the child welfare system” 
(PACWA Governance Report, 2011: 1).  This process yielded the establishment of the 
Circle of Cedars Society in 1989, with an annual budget of approximately $35,000.   This 
achievement formalized the role of Aboriginal people being involved in the intervention 
and planning for Aboriginal families and children residing within the Vancouver area.  
The primary focus of the Circle of Cedars Society began with crisis intervention 
and advocacy for families who were involved in the court process, intended to compel 
them to engage with services and/or to sever their parental responsibility.  The Society 
was later incorporated as the Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association in 1992.   
Throughout the 90s, the Association provided advocacy and support for families involved 
with the Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD), and to whom there was a 
risk of becoming involved in the child protection system.  PACWA also provided cultural 
support to children in out of home care and cultural awareness training and support to 
foster parents and other caregivers through their cultural program.  This addressed critical 
gaps in culturally relevant programming and services not being delivered by the Ministry 
at the time.  
Funding for PACWA increased gradually to just over $500,000 where it remained 
for a number of years (PACWA Governance Report 2011: 1).  Following the 
implementation of the Child, Family and Community Services Act (CFCSA) in 1996, 
PACWA became the Designated Agency with the responsibility for receiving 
notifications under the CFCSA from all lower mainland offices of the Ministry of Child 
and Family Development.  As the PACWA CEO explained, “during its initial two years 
of being Designated, [PACWA] received over 1,200 notices and with one designated 
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staff person there was very little else to do other than file the notices and attend to the 
parents who requested support.  The role of “holding the notices” was perhaps one of the 
most significant factors prompting [PACWA] to pursue delegation services”.  
As a nonprofit society PACWA has relied on the leadership support and direction 
of Aboriginal volunteers acting as board members since its incorporation.  The 
contribution and stewardship of each group of board members is recognized as part of the 
overall governance reclamation process for Aboriginal people.  It represents a call for 
sovereignty by the urban Aboriginal community, in solidarity with the sovereignty and 
self-government movements of specific First Nations working in partnership with 
PACWA as evidenced through signed protocols.  Staff who joined PACWA in its early 
years, and remain with the Association today, remember the work done in attempting to 
achieve an institution for Urban Aboriginal Child Welfare modeled on Aboriginal models 
of childcare and human development (discussed further in chapter VIII).  In an urban 
context this objective took on significant complexity, as PACWA was and is responsible 
in looking after children who have rights and title vested with various First Nations 
across Canada.  While specific philosophies, approaches, and practices for childcare 
differ both between and within particular Aboriginal cultures.  Participants at PACWA 
assert that the shared Aboriginal recognition of children as sacred anchored the work and 
bridged the diversities present as PACWA’s initial foundation was designed, developed 
and grounded.  
The board of directors and some of the staff who joined PACWA in the mid-90s 
and still remain with the agency today (such as the present cultural coordinator and 
family preservation manager), explain that the voice and interests of the urban Aboriginal 
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community in Vancouver played a pivotal role in asserting PACWA’s control over child 
welfare services- as well as in the development of the Association’s constitution and 
bylaws, funding agreements, the delegation enabling agreement (DEA) and the PACWA 
governance model.  The Board had a very active role in the operational and planning 
requirements for PACWA during the first decade of its development.  As resources 
increased, the role of the Board in operations and planning decreased- especially 
following the hire of executive management staff in the areas of planning, human 
resources, finance and IT, and within the various service programs.  
The Transition into Delegated Services:  1999 to 2001 
Initial discussions between the Region, the Provincial Directors Office and 
PACWA focused on two key principles:  that the Aboriginal community be involved in 
the delivery of services to Aboriginal families and children living in the Lower Mainland, 
and; that the resources for service delivery be equitable to those provided by the Region.  
In order to achieve agreement on the above principles, a formal partnership between 
PACWA, the Directors office and the Regional representatives was required.  The parties 
adopted a facilitated project management approach through the establishment of a Joint 
Implementation Committee (JIC) comprised of MCFD/PACWA representatives with 
decision-making authority.    
Governance reports and other internal historical documents at PACWA indicate 
that the decision to enter into delegated services under the Child, Family and Community 
Services Act was made through a process of community consultation.  Community, 
within this process, was identified as the membership of PACWA and other urban 
Aboriginal organizations.  The provision of services to Aboriginal children and families 
within the context of provincial legislation required in depth dialogue by the PACWA 
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board of directors, along with various other stakeholders, given the emotionally laden 
history between Aboriginal people and the child welfare system.  “The tipping point for 
moving to delegation,” as the PACWA CEO put it, “was the hope that service outcomes 
could be influenced in a positive direction if there was Aboriginal interpretation of the 
parameters outlined in the CFCSA.”    
In 1999 the Ministry and PACWA formalized their partnership, launching the 
Guardianship Pilot Project.  The project involved the transfer of children in continuing 
care (meaning they have been removed from their parent(s) and are in the permanent care 
of the Ministry) to PACWA, to be facilitated through the mentorship and support of 
MCFD guardianship social workers.   It also provided funding for 2 and a half full time 
PACWA guardianship social workers to manage the cases once they were transferred 
(PACWA governance report).  The process of planning PACWA’s path towards 
delegation was supported through capacity development funding from the MCFD 
Provincial Office over a period of three years.  During this time, PACWA negotiated 
terms and concepts within the Delegation Enabling Agreement (DEA) that emphasized 
the unique status of Aboriginal peoples as colonized people with the associated 
psychosocial, cultural and economic impacts.   
With the signing of the Delegation Enabling Agreement (DEA) in 2001, and 
PACWA’s compliance with the Aboriginal Operational Practice Standards Indicators 
(AOPSI), individual PACWA social workers were eligible for delegation.  While this was 
a huge success for the Association, it also inherently complicated the work to follow 
through creating a dual set of responsibilities: both to the foundation of Aboriginal 
approaches, practices and values required by the PACWA board of directors, and to the 
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legislation, audited practice standards and information systems required by the Ministry 
of Child and Family Development.  As noted in a 2001 PACWA governance report, “as a 
delegated agency [PACWA] staff have dual accountability to the Director of CFCSA and 
to the Society as per its approved Board policies” (PACWA Governance Report 2001: 2).  
This duality has complicated the history of indigenization at PACWA and continues to 
impact daily practices of indigenization today.  This tension is discussed in detail in 
chapter VI.   
The Development of the Family Preservation & Reunification Program 
The foundation established by the Circle of Cedars Society became the Family 
Support Program after the incorporation of PACWA in 1992.  In the new millennium, 
this program was redefined again, the newest incarnation being the family preservation 
and reunification program (family preservation, for short).  Family preservation is 
integral to the PACWA child protection service delivery model, and consists of intensive 
family intervention and the provision of in-home support services for families.  Working 
collaboratively with social workers in other programs, family preservation counselors 
facilitate and support client engagement within a structured and time limited framework.  
During the time of this research, the family preservation program was the only 
non-delegated program at VACFSS.  This means that the program is sustained through a 
service contracts with the Ministry, rather than through a delegation enabling agreement.  
This means that the staff in the program are not delegated social workers, and do not have 
the same level of access to Ministry data and information systems, while also receiving 
less pay and benefits. The services provided through this program are integrated with 
other non-delegated services outside of PACWA, such as mental health, addictions, and 
other family support services to provide a holistic model of service.  Shortly after the 
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fieldwork for this research ended, in 2012, the leadership at PACWA launched a new 
initiative to delegate all workers in the family preservation program.     
The family preservation program is located within the PACWA Head Office, 
which also houses the finance and IT, human resources, and communications and public 
relations departments.  The program has 16 staff positions, including: one program 
manager; 11 family preservation counselors (situated on two teams) who provide 
intensive long-term intervention and support services to families; two family preservation 
counselors who provide immediate service to families who require short term 
interventions; one full time employee who coordinates and facilitates the strengthening 
families program (discussed further below); and one full time employee who coordinates 
In-Home Support services.  The program seeks to: (1) preserve families who are at risk of 
having their children removed, keeping families intact and children out of care by 
addressing identified issues and building on the family’s strengths; (2) to reunify families 
who have had children removed, working with them to remedy identified risks and build 
on family strengths in order to reunite families and move children out of care; and (3) to 
plan with families for those children unable to return home, and to help create plans that 
are meaningful, inclusive and appropriate to the child’s needs, including their cultural 
needs (PACWA Association Update PowerPoint). 
Family preservation counselors providing immediate intervention work with 
families on their caseload for an intensive period of 8 weeks, targeted at families 
requiring short-term attention.  Those providing intensive and long-term intervention 
work with families on their caseload for 12 to 24 months.  The individual intervention 
activities provided by family preservation counselors to their clients include: (1) 
	   109	  
assessments; (2) integrated service planning; (3) therapeutic interventions; (4) parent 
training and education; (5) concrete needs; and (6) linkages to formal and informal 
supports.  Individual assessments run over an 8-week period.  Integrated service planning 
includes regularly scheduled meetings for assessment, goal setting, and goal evaluation. 
Therapeutic interventions involve weekly meetings/counseling sessions with 
families/parents.  Parent training and education involves one-to-one in-home training, and 
concrete needs refers to providing emergency financial resources for food, transportation 
and other needs. 
As mentioned above, family preservation in woven into the broader network of 
social and health services in the Lower Mainland, and provides a variety of associated 
services within this network.  Associated services are provided by means of sub-
contracted services throughout the Lower Mainland, and include: (1) In-home services; 
(2) group-based parent training and education; (3) specialized individual therapeutic 
interventions; (4) education and assistance for Aboriginal mothers; (5) child and youth 
care interventions; and (6) volunteer mentoring.  The majority of services PACWA 
accesses for their families are not specifically Aboriginal services.  Part of the work, then, 
involves working with external associated service providers to ensure that PACWA 
clients have opportunities for culturally grounded interventions and services throughout 
their trajectory of service with PACWA.    
Families are referred to the family preservation program by social workers in the 
Child Protection and Guardianship programs.  At the time a referral is made, a family 
preservation counselor is assigned to the family, and intake meetings are conducted by 
the family preservation team leaders to commence the work.  Aside from being 
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embedded in the wider network of social services in Vancouver, family preservation is 
also integrated into the other programs at PACWA.  Families accessing family 
preservation services at PACWA must be referred by a social worker in either the child 
protection, guardianship, or residential resources programs- the majority of referrals 
coming from child protection.  In 2010, the program served 348 families, including 211 
families that were new to PACWA that year.   
One of the major feats of indigenization within Family Preservation and 
reunification has been the strengthening families program.  Strengthening families is a 
12-week program for groups of families, including children 6-16 years of age.  The 
program runs once a week in the evening for 3 hours each session.  Families come 
together at the Head Office, eat dinner together, and participate in a facilitated module for 
that week.  Infant and young children 5 and under are cared for, while children 6 and up, 
and their families, participate in the program.  The schedule moves between a capacity-
building workshop one week, and a cultural workshop the next (so that there are 6 of 
each).  The cultural workshops bring in Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge Keepers, and 
explore philosophies and practices of healing and wellness from diverse Aboriginal 
perspectives.  Many of these Elders and Knowledge Keepers attended residential schools 
themselves and have relatives in the child welfare system.  They understand the context 
in which families served by PACWA are living, and are often able to connect with them 
in ways that social workers cannot.  Over the course of this research there were numerous 
families who participated in this program two or three times.  Participant observation in 
this program indicated that families find the program a unique opportunity to connect 
with Aboriginal practices for healing and wellness, and PACWA statistics suggest that 
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participation in strengthening families is correlated families accepting and reflecting on 
many of the reasons why they are in the child welfare system, and taking progressive 
steps to resolve these challenges by means of Aboriginal practices and approaches that 
also integrate dominant Euro-North American clinical practices for healing and wellness.   
Another major project of indigenization within the Family Preservation and 
Reunification Program has been the development of a Welcoming Ceremony for families 
who access the program.  This ceremony was developed during the period of this 
research.  It draws on local Aboriginal protocols and practices, and also includes 
intentional spaces for the flexible inclusion of practices from foreign Aboriginal cultures.  
The Welcoming Ceremony is discussed in further detail in chapter in chapter VI.   
The Development of the Guardianship & Residential Resources 
Programs 
The five years between 2002 and 2007 was a developmental period with the 
primary focus being the implementation of the guardianship and residential resources 
programs.  The residential resources program gradually increased in scope over three 
distinct phases whereas the guardianship program assumed immediate responsibility for 
320 children and youth in continuing care upon its inception (PACWA Governance 
Report 2011:3). 
In keeping with the requirements of the Delegation Enabling Agreement, the 
Board of Director’s governance role became that of identifying and monitoring 
compliance with strategic priorities, monitoring financial reports, and establishing the 
executive limitations for the Chief Executive Officer (CEO).  In 2004 the current 
PACWA CEO stepped into the role, after a year of working with the Association in other 
capacities.  A maximum term of 12 years was also established for directors within the 
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Association.  Board continuity has been one of the most significant factors associated 
with the Agency continued growth since 2005.  
In response to research indicating that non-relative foster care does not yield 
positive outcomes for a child’s sense of belonging or overall development, PACWA 
redefined foster care within a framework of Inclusive Foster Care (IFC) (PACWA 
governance report 2011).  Inclusive Foster Care (IFC) keeps a child connected to their 
biological family, significant attachments, and the child’s Nation and ancestral territory 
throughout their time living in non-relative foster care.  PACWA was the first delegated 
Aboriginal agency to adopt Inclusive Foster Care.  While the practice results in clear 
benefits for youth in foster care, it is also a primary context for tension within the 
indigenization at PACWA.  Through the process of inclusive fostering, diverse social 
workers, foster parents, youth and their biological families must negotiate a shared path 
throughout a trajectory of service defined by provincial legislation, practice standards and 
information systems, and elaborated by the cultural interventions of Aboriginal Elders 
and Knowledge Keepers (discussed further in chapter VI).  
The guardianship program today includes: a manager; a lifelong connections 
worker; a guardianship consultant; 3 staffing teams (each composed of a team leader and 
5-6 guardianship social workers); an administrative supervisor and 3 administrative staff.  
As of 2011 there were 25 funded staff positions within the Guardianship program in total.  
As the manager of the program explained to me, the PACWA guardianship commitment 
is that: “the child is at the centre of all plans. Meaningful relationships with others will 
assist our children as they grow. We are committed to having an ongoing relationship 
with birth family, extended relations, and the child’s home community, as we recognize 
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that these connections are essential in the lives of our children and youth for them to 
experience belonging.” 
Like the family preservation program, guardianship works with a number of 
community partners to coordinate service and support for the children and youth they 
serve.  During the time of this research, guardianship social workers at PACWA held 
legal guardianship of 330 Aboriginal children and youth, also working in partnership 
with residential resources social workers to coordinate associated services for foster 
parents and biological families within the paradigm of inclusive foster care.  
Guardianship social workers are responsible for creating a Comprehensive Plan of 
Care (CPOC) for each child/youth on their caseload.  The CPOC document and process 
was inherited from the Ministry of Child and Family Development, and the 
indigenization of the CPOC has been one of the historic achievements of indigenization 
within the Guardianship Program.  CPOC’s at PACWA are collaboratively generated 
within the context of inclusive foster care.  The adoption and establishment of IFC as the 
paradigm orienting guardianship services at PACWA is often sited as one of the 
program’s greatest achievements in indigenization.  Other examples of indigenization 
within Guardianship at PACWA include: the development of the Touching the Land of 
Our Relations Ceremony; the development of the Honouring the Journey of Our Youth; 
frequent culture workshops for youth; and caregiver (foster parent) cultural camp.  
The Guardianship Program has also worked to include the voices of Aboriginal 
youth within the program.  The formation of the PACWA Youth Advisory Committee 
(YAC) in 2010 has been the central way in which the program has put this into practice.  
The PACWA Youth Advisory Committee (YAC) is the first urban Aboriginal youth 
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committee in the context of child welfare, and consists of 8-12 youth with 5 guiding 
social workers.  The committee meets monthly, and offers their expertise on a variety of 
projects brought forward by PACWA.  The vision of the committee is to increase the 
level of involvement that the youth have in the care they receive from PACWA.   As the 
YAC chair explained, “we believe they [the youth participants] are experts in their own 
lives, and their input into the broader care system is invaluable.  For us, the committee 
has provided a tool for youth engagement, and a way of genuinely acknowledging the 
gifts our children hold.  One of the key achievements of the committee so far has been 
completing two videos on the rights and responsibilities of children in care. They are 
currently working on the second film with Elders’ support to understand and explain their 
responsibilities as Aboriginal youth in foster care”.   
The residential resources program today includes: one program manager; three 
teams (each with a team leader and 3-4 residential resources social workers); a resource 
accountant; an administrative supervisor; and 3 administrative staff.  Of the three staffing 
teams, one specializes in the recruitment of foster parents, and the other two conduct case 
management- with caseloads composed of foster homes.  The mandate of the program is 
to provide safe alternative care for Aboriginal children in out of home care that promotes 
and respects their cultural identity. 
Residential Resources social workers maintain and manage family care home 
agreements and contracts with the foster parents on their caseloads.  Foster parents have 
an independent contractual relationship with PACWA as service providers, and not 
employees or clients.  Together, PACWA’s residential resources include 203 foster 
homes, 1 group home, 4 staffed resources (such as group homes), and 4 child specific 
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resources.  The average number of children in care (CIC’s) in 2011 was 467.  The 
majority of these children were residing in PACWA Foster Homes, with 61 residing in 
MCFD foster homes outside the province.  21 resided at staffed facilities providing 
adolescent emergency or treatment beds, 7 within specialized child specific resources, 18 
were living with parents, relatives, or in their home communities, and 10 were living 
independently in Vancouver.  
PACWA has committed to a model of Inclusive Foster Care that requires 
collaboration between foster parents, their assigned residential resources social worker, 
the child(ren)/youth to whom they are providing care, and the guardianship social worker 
assigned to the said child(ren).  Within this framework, foster parents and biological 
family members are regarded as valuable partners in the process of caring for children.  
Foster care, then, is not a destination for the children placed in PACWA’s legal care, but 
is a service provided to biological families with their child(ren) at the center.  As 
explained in an interview by the manager of the Residential Resources program at 
PACWA, “cooperation and collaboration between [PACWA] social workers from both 
guardianship and resources, the foster parents, the biological parents, and the children 
drives the process of inclusive fostering.” 
Inclusive foster care can be quite challenging.  Close to three quarters of the foster 
parents at PACWA are non-Aboriginal, many of whom are recently immigrants to 
Canada- with significant percentages of foster parents from the Philippines and various 
countries in Latin America.  One essential part of the work requires setting up foster 
parents for success in understanding and supporting the cultural needs of the children to 
whom they are providing care.  Social workers within both resources and guardianship 
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recounted stories of their difficulties in facilitating relationships between foster parents 
and biological parents.  The Federation of Aboriginal Foster Parents (FAFP) provides 
three categories of services to PACWA to address both of these challenges, among 
others: (1) Caregiver Continuing Education, Training & Recruitment; (2) Caregiver Self -
Help; and (3) Caregiver In-Home Support- which Includes Foster Parents and “Out of 
Care” Caregivers.  
Caregiver education, training and recruitment services involves a cultural 
education program, a caregiver education program, and a specialized caregiver program.  
The cultural education program consists of a series of four workshops, each 25 hours in 
length, and accepting 10-20 participants.  The caregiver education program is also a 
series of four workshops for 10-20 participants, though these ones are 40 hours each.  
The specialized caregiver training programs provide specific training in:  1) Inclusive 
foster care; 2) systems approaches to treating family dysfunction; 3) non-violent crisis 
intervention; 4) FASD/NAS training; 5) a foster parent cultural summer camp; and 6) 
Other training as requested by caregivers.  Caregiver Self Help involves 24-hour 
telephone support, monthly caregiver meetings, volunteer mentoring, a relief registry, and 
protocol training and support.  In-home support services are provided by referral only, 
and include: culture as therapy (linking traditional healing methods with mainstream 
treatment approaches), and early intervention and risk reduction training 
Full Delegation & the Development of the Child Protection Program 
In 2008, PACWA became the first urban Aboriginal agency in Canada to become 
fully delegated under provincial child welfare legislation.  The transfer of Child 
Protection services to PACWA resulted in a 50% staffing increase from 70 to 140 full 
time employees funded through the Ministry of Child and Family Development.  To 
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ensure that services to families were not disrupted, PACWA and the Region agreed on 
the secondment of 39 MCFD social workers to the child protection program to be 
retained over a two-year period.   
This transition is recalled by social workers as a period of extreme tension and 
challenging growth for PACWA.  While seconded Ministry workers played a crucial role 
and made significant contributions in mentoring the Association in the skills necessary to 
comply with MCFD information systems and audited practice standards, many 
participants in this research felt that seconded workers brought with them the dominant 
culture of the Ministry which conflicted with the Aboriginal approaches PACWA had 
worked so hard to safeguard and develop.  There was a feeling by many of the child 
protection social workers participating in this research that Ministry workers often had 
colonial perspectives, and believed that PACWA, as an Aboriginal agency, couldn’t do 
the work. 
By the end of March 2011, there were five seconded MCFD workers retained in 
various capacities.  While some seconded workers returned to MCFD, many of them 
applied for positions with PACWA and became employees of the Association.  Because 
of their years of experience working in child welfare, many of them assumed leadership 
positions.  Throughout PACWA’s history of indigenization efforts, the Association has 
had to navigate its relationship to MCFD at large, and also manage a relatively high 
percentage of staff, internally, who previously worked for the Ministry.  While it is 
important not to homogenize staff at or from MCFD, or reify the Ministry as a monolithic 
colonial vestige, staff at PACWA (many who previously worked for MCFD) indicate that 
there are important and significant differences between the perceptions, approaches and 
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practices that dominate at MCFD and PACWA.  PACWA’s necessary reliance on staff 
from MCDF, or new workers trained in mainstream social work practice, impacts both 
the history and daily practices of indigenization at the Association.  This creates a 
challenge for PACWA in communicating their rationale for and process of 
indigenization.     
It is also important to note that Ministry workers throughout this transition 
ensured service continuity while PACWA recruited and trained its own social workers to 
assume case management responsibility for the services transferred.  This transition 
involved both decolonization and indigenization as PACWA fulfilled the necessary 
requirements laid out in the delegation enabling agreement, while also remaking core 
aspects of the work in congruence with the direction provided by their Board of 
Directors.  While this often created tension between Ministry workers and those 
grounded in Aboriginal approaches, the Association maintained an open door policy with 
regard to renewing MCFD secondments on a multiple year basis. 
It is important to note that the transfer of the child protection program to PACWA 
coincided with a policy period within MCFD, from 2007 to 2009, where services to the 
Aboriginal community were prioritized by the Deputy Minister and the Vancouver 
Coastal Region’s Executive Director.  The political will to support provincially funded 
Aboriginal service delivery was a significant factor in the transfer and development of an 
integrated model of child welfare program to the Vancouver Aboriginal community 
(PACWA governance report 2011).  
Since 2008/09 PACWA has put forth funding agreements to MCFD for additional 
funding.  Equity in the area of administrative support and the Infrastructure required to 
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support PACWA at its current scale has not been achieved and the request to address this 
inequity continues to be discussed with the Region in 2011/12.  PACWA continues to 
utilize its efficiencies from previous years to support its current operations. 
The child protection program today includes: 1 program manager; a associate 
manage; 1 intake team (composed of 8 child protection social workers); 4 family service 
teams (each with a team leader and 7-8 child protection social workers); 1 collaborative 
practice team (with a team leader and 4 social workers); a family development response 
team (2 social workers); administrative support service (10 staff); and clinical and 
administrative management (2 staff).  Child protection is the gateway to the Association, 
and all children and families who become involved with PACWA must first go through 
intake in the child protection program.  Most referrals to the intake team come from 
schools, daycares, hospitals and police, though some are also received from concerned 
neighbours, family members and other sources.  In some cases, families themselves will 
also phone in to request support services.  Referrals may also come internally from the 
family preservation or residential resources programs. 
As the gatekeeper to the Association, all families that access services at PACWA 
come through the intake team at the child protection office.  The intake team’s primary 
function is to determine the presence of child protection concerns under section 13 of the 
Child, Family and Community Service Act (CFCSA).  The majority of the cases seen by 
the team involve a single Aboriginal mother with multiple children, sometimes from 
different fathers, with little to no involvement of the father(s).  Typically the family is 
well below the poverty line, living in substandard housing, and is facing multiple and 
protracted structural and intergenerational challenges and barriers.  Mothers are 
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sometimes residential school survivors and/or previous children in care, and often face 
issues of intergenerational trauma, substance misuse, and intimate partner violence.  The 
historical fractures in their families and communities, and persistent challenges and 
barriers in their daily lives, often lead to neglect of their children within a perpetual 
context of poverty and unhealthy behaviour and relationships.       
Section 14 of the CFCSA, duty to report the need for protection, states that “a 
person who has reason to believe that a child needs protection under section 13 must 
promptly report the matter to a director or a person designated by a director” (CFSCA 
1996).  For this reason, daycares, schools, hospitals and doctors, and other community 
institutions provide the majority of referrals to PACWA- as not reporting a potential 
concern translates into liability issues for these institutions.  The intake team has the 
challenging role of investigating these reports to determine whether section 13 concerns 
are present. 
Staff within the intake team, and elsewhere within child protection, highlight the 
challenge posed by assessing section 13 concerns within the context framing the daily 
lives of the families they serve.  As discussed previously, there has been a history across 
Canada of removing Aboriginal children because the conditions of poverty and neglect in 
which they reside are assumed to be incongruent with their “best interest.”  As has also 
been discussed, these conditions of poverty and neglect are often the direct and 
intergenerational result of colonial policies and structural oppression created, enforced 
and perpetuated by the same governments that are removing the children from these 
conditions (Hick 2006; Blackstock 2009).  It is this cycle of setting families up to be 
targets of the system that perpetuates the overrepresentation of Aboriginal youth in care 
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and disables state systems of child welfare from reducing the numbers of children 
removed from their families on an ongoing basis.  How then do we modify our practice to 
set families up for success in breaking their intergenerational and cyclical relationship to 
child welfare?  Participants in this research at PACWA argue that this can be 
accomplished by means of indigenizing daily social work practice in a number of 
tangible, concrete and practical ways. 
If no safety concern under section 13 is determined, the intake worker may still 
work with the family to refer them to support services- internally or externally to 
PACWA.  The internal options are through the family preservation program, discussed 
further below.  PACWA is steeped in community partnerships, and the majority of 
support referrals involve external organizations and supports.  In some cases, intake staff 
may determine that there are no protection concerns, but decide to open a support 
services file as a preventative measure.  This may involve assisting the parents in getting 
treatment, assisting in housing, and/or providing monthly transit passes and food 
vouchers. 
If a section 13 child protection concern is identified then a child protection case 
file must be opened.  When this occurs, the case is transferred from intake to a family 
service social worker.  Staff within child protection family service teams work to build a 
relationship with family and establish trust, ensure the safety of the child (or children), 
identify supportive family members and cultural connections, and work with the family 
to design an appropriate intervention and plan of care. 
At this juncture the collaborative practice team may also become involved.  
Collaborative practice is housed within the child protection office and provides a host of 
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services including family group conferencing (FGC), family group decision-making 
(FGDM), mediation, and integrated case management meetings (ICM).  Depending on 
the type of child protection concern, and the resources and context of the given family, 
family service cases may involve the following: 1) a support services agreement; 2) a 
supervision order; 3) a voluntary care agreement; 4) out of care options; or 5) or (as a last 
resort) a removal of a child (or children) from their parent(s) and family. 
Examples of indigenization within the Child Protection program include: the 
development of the Homecoming and Reunification Ceremony; indigenization of 
collaborative practice; indigenized notions of risk, and the hiring of Elders. These are 
discussed below in chapters IV, VII and VIII. 
Additional PACWA Programs and Services 
In addition to the four practice programs discussed above, PACWA has programs 
in infrastructure, human resources, finance, and information and technology.  While these 
programs are peripheral to the frontline work of child and family services to various 
degrees, they are each embedded in the broader organizational mission of indigenization 
at PACWA.  These programs include infrastructure, communications and public 
relations, finance and information technology, human resources and quality assurance. 
With regards to indigenization, the most significant roles within these programs include 
the cultural coordinator (housed within the infrastructure program) and the 
communications and public relations associate.  In 2005 the Association implemented a 
communications and public relations associate position in recognition of the need to 
maintain focused and meaningful communication with the community, stakeholders, staff 
and the families served by the Association.  This role has expanded to include community 
relations, fundraising and community engagement.  The communications and public 
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relations associate is responsible for the day-to-day communication operations, and 
assisting the CEO, management and staff with internal and external communications.  
The associate is also in charge of crisis communications with the media, and manages 
and updates the PACWA website and intranet.  This also includes the management of 
marketing communication materials such as brochures, posters, and the newsletters.  
Finally, the communications and PR associate is also responsible for advertising PACWA 
programs, coordinating conferences, workshops and events, and the branding of 
PACWA.  
Conclusions 
Aboriginal child welfare is currently in a period of great transition. Aboriginal 
communities are increasingly responsible for provision of child welfare services to 
Aboriginal people living both on and off reserve. Federal funding for on-reserve child 
welfare has recently increased in most provinces and territories. There is also an ongoing 
human rights case charging the federal government with systematically underfunding on-
reserve child welfare services. The underlying funding framework, makes the federal 
government responsible for funding child welfare services for status First Nations people 
living on-reserve, while the provinces and territories are responsible for funding services 
to all others, gives rise to funding disparities that are compounded by variation in federal 
funding agreements across and within jurisdictions.  While initial efforts to establish 
Aboriginally governed agencies came in the form of federally funded First Nations 
agencies serving on-reserve populations, Aboriginally governed agencies now employ 
increasingly diverse service delivery models and a number of agencies currently reflect 
an integrated model in which responsibilities are formally shared by provinces or 
territories and Aboriginal communities. (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013) 
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As a fully delegated organization, Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association 
has over 150 employees working out of three locations.  While PACWA operates as an 
independent Aboriginal not for profit society, it is also imbedded within the broader 
network of the Vancouver Coastal Region’s child protection service delivery system.   
This means that families, children and youth accessing PACWA have full access to a 
wide variety of non-delegated contracted services throughout the Lower Mainland.  
PACWA is currently involved in Adoption delegation planning and has held three 
consultation sessions with delegated agencies and community representatives to develop 
a policy that is congruent with the rights of Aboriginal children and First Nations 
communities.   Adoption, “making relations” is a traditional custom among Aboriginal 
Nations and through protocols with PACWA will continue to have an integral role in the 
planning for their member children throughout the adoption planning process.  The other 
area of proposed service expansion is youth services across various service areas 
including mental health and youth justice.   Discussion on the transfer of youth services is 
anticipated to begin once adoption delegation has been implemented.   
The daily work of indigenization at PACWA is complicated by both the 
complexity of the urban context, and the existence of dual mandates – one derived from 
provinces and territories and enshrined in legislation, and another derived from 
Aboriginal communities and shaped by customary laws and practices.  Social workers at 
PACWA are diverse- some coming straight out of the BSW program at the University of 
British Columbia, or elsewhere; some seconded by MCFS; some from elsewhere in 
Canada or internationally; and some form Aboriginal communities.  These social workers 
are diverse in culture and life history.  PACWA maintains a policy of having 51% or 
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more Aboriginal staff- agency wide.   Close of half of the staff at PACWA are non-
Aboriginal- not all of whom are Canadian, or originally from Canada.  There is a large 
range in how much knowledge they have regarding Aboriginal history, culture and 
contemporary society when they come to the agency.   Aboriginal staff at PACWA are 
not always indigenous to the local territories.  So while they come to the agency with 
ancestral Aboriginal knowledge and indigenous worldviews, they may not have 
knowledge of the local Aboriginal practices and protocols. 
PACWA has been successful in grounding their process of indigenization in the 
local territories and protocols, while at the same time finding space for the flexible 
inclusion of foreign Aboriginal protocols and cultural practices.  Much of the project of 
indigenization at PACWA involves a delicate balance of navigating the urban/reserve, 
traditional/modern, and Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal dichotomies, and negotiating required 
compliance with standards rooted in a colonial system while also making room for the 
inclusion of Aboriginal protocols, ceremonies, values and worldviews. 
Staff and clients at PACWA face daily challenges in negotiating the complexities 
highlighted above.  The majority of non-Aboriginal social workers who come to PACWA 
begin their work at the Association with a limited understanding of Canada’s colonial 
history and the contemporary realities perpetuating many of the harmful cycles and 
statistics that have come to characterize Aboriginal communities in British Columbia and 
Canada more broadly.  Aboriginal staff who join PACWA face different challenges- 
sometimes coming from a foreign Aboriginal nations and not being aware of the local 
protocols and cultural particulars, and often still engaged in their own healing journeys in 
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response to their intergenerational, vicarious and/or lived relationship to historical and 
contemporary marginalization of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. 
PACWA has developed a number of ceremonies which have been written into the 
Association’s policies and are in the process of being integrated into structures and 
processes of supervision and accountability.  These ceremonies, along with the PACWA 
staff culture camp, the Elders Forum series, and the Provincial Roundtables on Urban 
Indigenization sponsored in association with this research, all demonstrate significant 
successes in PACWA’s process of indigenizing urban Aboriginal child welfare.  The 
following chapters discuss the examples referenced above in detail, and highlight some of 
the central tensions that emerge throughout processes of indigenization at PACWA.   
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V. Indigenization in Urban Spaces: Territory, Protocol, 
and Contemporary Aboriginal Diversity 
Introduction 
During one of the Roundtables discussions hosted as part of this research a 
participant lamented, “one country, one nation, fine; but how do we indigenize 
curriculum in Vancouver when we have such diversity?”  A board member at PACWA, 
who also participated in the Roundtables, responded: “That is the heart of our discussion 
today.  When we built this place, the UBC First Nations House of Learning, we wanted to 
acknowledge Musqueam.  Vince Stogan [a respected Musqueam Elder] kept saying that 
it couldn’t be all Musqueam because indigenous students from all over the world would 
come to study here.  That’s why the house posts and other materials speak to and 
represent diverse Aboriginal nations.  The circle dance floor here in the great hall is a 
symbol of inclusion.  This is an important story, and speaks to the nature of 
indigenization in urban spaces.”  She went on to describe some of the challenges territory 
and protocol can create for projects of indigenization within the context of urban 
Aboriginal child welfare.  “I get worried,” she said, “when I hear people talking about 
protocols, and where Aboriginal people do or don’t belong.  What about children in foster 
care who don’t feel like they belong anywhere?  Do we really want to reinforce that by 
telling them they don’t belong in these territories?”   
Territory, protocol and diversity complicate projects of urban indigenization in 
multiple, dynamic and interrelated ways.  This is a challenges faced not only by PACWA 
and other Aboriginal social services organization, but also by individuals and 
organizations in education, health services, government, and in reserve communities 
embedded in large urban areas.  As discussed, there is a great diversity in Aboriginal 
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cultures across Canada generally, and in BC particularly.  This presents a challenge in 
terms of which particular Aboriginal cultural knowledge, practices and beliefs are being 
used within any process of indigenization.  This required negotiation is complicated by 
the fact that the degree and significance of Aboriginal diversity must be communicated to 
all involved in the indigenization process.  This chapter will outline the context of urban 
indigenization in Canada, drawing from cases in urban British Columbia generated 
through this research.  The data generated not only maps out the general context of urban 
Aboriginal indigenization in Canada, but also speaks to many of the specific tensions and 
achievements within projects of indigenization in urban British Columbia today.  This 
chapter will close with a discussion of the implications of this context for efforts at 
indigenizing urban Aboriginal child welfare as a segue into a discussion of daily practices 
of indigenization at PACWA in chapter VI.    
Aboriginal Urbanization in British Columbia 
As discussed in chapter I, early colonial forts and settlements in British Columbia 
were supplied and built in part by Aboriginal peoples.  As cities emerged in the province 
so to did urban Aboriginal populations.  When Aboriginal people began moving into the 
emerging cities in British Columbia, across the province, many of them were moving into 
foreign indigenous territories.  There were already indigenous people there, and 
Aboriginal newcomers had to find ways of creating their own communities, or joining 
pre-existing ones in meaningful ways.  As one participant- an Aboriginal professor at 
UBC- noted, the urban Aboriginal identity was created in part by people who wanted to 
be part of a pan-Indian community.  “Cities were initially constructed as places not for 
Indians” he noted, “and part of indigenization is the counter-narrative that cities are a 
place for Indigenous people.”  There have been more Aboriginal people living in 
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Canadian cities than on reserves and in rural areas combined since the 1970s (Howard 
and Proulx 2011).  “Aboriginal rural to urban migration, the flow back and forth between 
cities and reserves, and the development of urban Aboriginal communities represent 
some of the most significant shifts in the histories and cultures of Aboriginal people in 
Canada (Howard and Proulx 2011:1).  
Though it may seem redundant to state, practices and methodologies for urban 
Aboriginal indigenization emerged through the urbanization of Aboriginal peoples.  
Cities in Canada attracted indigenous peoples from across Canada, the United States, and 
elsewhere in the world.  There was a consensus among participants in this research that 
local protocols must anchor processes of indigenization, but also that diverse Aboriginal 
methodologies and practices can be of great assistance to projects of indigenization in 
urban settings.  Through the blending of local and foreign protocols, philosophies and 
practices in urban settings, pan-Indian tools and practices have emerged and become 
ubiquitous to processes of indigenization in British Columbia.  The medicine wheel is 
perhaps the best example of this.  While as Miller notes, the medicine wheel is a pan-
Indian creation (2003), it is nonetheless a successful tool within indigenization practice at 
PACWA and elsewhere in the province.  Despite the criticisms often levied against pan-
Indian practices as being inauthentic or somehow invalid because of the nature of there 
genesis, participants in this research made use of pan-Indian tools such as the medicine 
wheel and the sharing circle as pedagogical and didactic tools throughout the 
indigenization process.  As Howard and Proulx note, “due to residential schools, forced 
adoption, and Indian Act marriage rules “those who have some knowledge of personal 
Aboriginal heritage but no verifiable historical kinship links to a specific culture may 
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utilize pan-Aboriginal spiritual teachings to build an identity and gain social acceptance” 
(2011:5).  Aboriginal urbanization in British Columbia has given rise to processes of 
inter-Aboriginal collaboration and sharing, drawing from non-Aboriginal sources also at 
times, in the development of unique practices and methodologies for indigenization in 
diverse urban settings. 
Contemporary Urban Aboriginal Identity, Representation and 
Diversity  
The research generated a great deal of data around contemporary urban 
Aboriginal identity and cultural practices in British Columbia and across Canada. The 
City of Vancouver is currently home to 40,000 Aboriginal people from dozens of distinct 
Aboriginal cultures across British Columbia and Canada more broadly.  Many have been 
living in urban environments for generations.  “I’m an urban Indian,” one participant 
stated. “I’ve lost lots but I have continued to interpret and utilize what I have not lost.”  
Urban Aboriginality allows for a comparative lived experience between many ways of 
doing and being.  Indigenization can mean different things in different scales and 
contexts.  “I consider myself an urban Indian and an urban Aboriginal,” She continued.  
“I know who my family is, I know where my roots are.  I am Cree and I have been a 
guest in this territory in B.C. for 22 years now.” 
Many among mainstream settler society in Canada know very little about 
Aboriginal peoples, their history, and contemporary life beyond the simplistic and 
stereotypical portrayals provided by mainstream media and culturally ignorant education 
systems (Harding 2006; Silver et al. 2002).  “This ignorance is magnified in urban 
contexts through misconceptions about where Aboriginal peoples can or should live 
(Wilson and Peters 2005; Peters 1996, 2002, 2004) and the relative invisibility of 
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Aboriginal peoples to the gaze of non-Aboriginal urban dwellers (Culhane 2003; Proulx 
2003)” (Howard and Proulx 2011:1).  Stereotypes “such as the primitiveness of 
Aboriginal peoples versus the civilized nature of non-Aboriginal peoples, that Aboriginal 
peoples live only in rural spaces close to the natural world and not in cities, the inability 
of Aboriginal peoples to effectively cope with industrialized urban life, and that 
Aboriginal peoples must be benevolently managed by paternalistic non-Aboriginal actors 
continue to have negative symbolic and material effects on Aboriginal peoples living in 
cities (Andersen and Denis 2003; Wilson and Peters 2005; Peters 1996, 2004; Furniss 
1992)” (Howard and Proulx 2011:1-2).  
   As Howards and Proulx note, the persistence of these colonial stereotypes of 
Aboriginal peoples as dysfunctional, addicted, incapable, and violent- promoted in the 
media and other forms of popular culture- structure how Aboriginal individuals, families, 
organizations, and cultures are perceived as well as their access to resources, 
relationships and various measures of success in cities (Howard and Proulx 2011).  The 
persistence and pervasiveness of stereotypical colonial discourses on Aboriginal peoples 
also confront peoples of mixed ancestry within urban spaces.  These individuals come up 
against the often negative assumptions of their white families, fiends and colleagues 
about identity reclamation based on various discourses about what indigeneity is or isn’t 
(Lawrence 2004; Proulx 2006). 
 Aboriginal peoples in this research often spoke about their processes of growth, 
healing and identity formation/reclamation being supported by other members of the 
urban Aboriginal “community.”  As one interviewee shared, “thank god for the Cree and 
Lakota people that came and taught me things when I first came to Vancouver, and for 
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the Squamish people who adopted me.”  There was an emergent theme among 
participants in this research around the aspect of how Aboriginal culture is practiced 
more and learnt through doing in reserve and rural communities, in contrast to urban 
spaces where the diversities and complexities present often foster more discussion than 
practice. 
Many participants still felt that Aboriginal diversity of not recognized by 
mainstream Canadian society.  “[When I began my work with the Ministry, Aboriginal] 
diversity was not recognized and I had to work very hard to have people understand it,” 
one participant noted.  “I had well intentioned people show up in my office and ask for 
Elders or Musqueam Drummers like I could pull them out of a hat.  What would you 
like? Oh course they would ask for a drummer. I have lots of indigenous friends who are 
lawyers or poets but those aren’t the people they ask for.”  While Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers are vital for inclusion, it is interesting to note that other contemporary Aboriginal 
leaders are less desired.  “They wanted someone that they believed was indigenous,” she 
asserted.  “There was a lot of misunderstanding. For me to speak on behalf of someone 
from 6 nations reserve, or who is Coast Salish, would be like someone from Finland 
speaking on behalf of someone from Portugal or Russia, there’s that much difference.” 
While some participants from PACWA felt like their colleagues struggled in fully 
comprehending the degree and significance of urban Aboriginal diversity, many also 
spoke to the benefits of urban diversity for Aboriginal peoples.  “There is such a strength 
in that diversity” one participant noted.  “The cultural exchange between Aboriginal 
cultures is very important,” another added.  Andersen and Denis argue that “we need to 
start thinking about urban [Aboriginal] communities as legitimate communities, rather 
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than depositories of poverty and pathology.  Urban Native communities are real, they 
endure, they are growing, and it is long past the time when we can make the mistake of 
perceiving them as vestiges or missives of some more legitimate land-based 
community… They are the source of new forms of culture, association and self 
perception- both individual and collective- about what it means to be Aboriginal” 
(2003:385). 
Territory and Protocol 
One interviewee noted, “Aboriginal people have always been in cities in British 
Columbia.  Aboriginal people were here before the cities came, and after they were 
constructed.”  The survivors of local populations ravaged by epidemics were joined by 
migrant peoples from other Aboriginal cultures- traveling to cities for work, schooling 
and other opportunities.  “I am living off the lands and resources of my brothers that were 
here first,” he asserted “how do I give back to the local peoples?”  The acknowledgement 
by non-local urban Aboriginals that they are visitors in foreign Aboriginal territories 
underpins the common understanding that projects of indigenization should be grounded 
in the protocols and customary laws of the territories in which they take place.    
The separation of Aboriginal children from their ancestral territories, and the 
cultural protocols and spiritual teachings embedded in them, are viewed by Staff at 
PACWA as the most critical trespass of the colonial system.  As the CEO of PACWA 
stated in her presentation at the Roundtables event, “the practice of acknowledging 
people and territory demonstrates cultural integrity, respect for land, and places great 
value on how culture and spirit are inextricably linked.  Acknowledging the territory is 
not simply something we do- it acknowledges the connection between land, culture and 
spirit.  Child welfare practice must be informed by this link.  This has a lot to do with our 
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history and the deliberate removal of children from land and spirit.  At [PACWA] we 
recognize the spiritual abuse that has gone on.”  
Urban spaces in British Columbia rest atop Aboriginal territories, and the 
persistence of Aboriginal peoples in maintaining the transmission of territorial borders, 
overlapping spaces, place names, and oral histories of place provide a powerful 
framework in guiding indigenization practice.  The City of Vancouver, for example, 
straddles Musqueam, Squamish and Tsleil-Waututh territories.  Indigenous scholars (Hart 
2009b) and participants in this research agree that indigenization must be grounded in the 
protocols and customary laws of the territories in which it takes place.  Only when the 
core of the process is grounded in such a way can space be made for the flexible 
inclusion of foreign Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal protocols, practices, technologies and 
structures. 
One interview participant in this research explained, “I am also a sun dancer, and 
through this have learnt to be gentle, kind and to open space.  There are often too many 
rules and judgments which can impede this.”  In this sense, strict adherence to protocols 
can sometimes deter collaboration because their complexities can throw up barriers or 
deter participation.  “Aboriginal lands and spirituality also continue to have traditional 
resonance and promote particular forms of identity, agency and solidarity” (Howard and 
Proulx 2011). Through acknowledgement of territory, adherence to local protocols, and 
flexile and strategic inclusion of foreign Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal protocols, 
technologies and structures, Aboriginal people in cities actively make urban place into 
native space.  “To suggest that these urban Aboriginal spaces are somehow artificial 
because they are constructed reifies the problematic idea that Aboriginal people are more 
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natural than cultural beings, and bolsters counterproductive posturing about the 
authenticity of urban Aboriginal peoples’ practices of culture” (Howard and Proulx 
2011:4). 
Urban Aboriginal peoples ground themselves in abstract and symbolic notions of 
territory, thereby linking themselves to traditions and place despite the fact that they 
occupy contested and somewhat “deterritorialized zones,” to use Buddle’s term (2005).  
One way this occurs is through the creation of culturally safe space for Aboriginal 
peoples to express their physical, mental, emotional and spiritual relationship to land, air, 
water, and ecology.  As Wilson and Peters note, in urban spaces this can involve 
“participation in pan-Indian ceremonies and beliefs in the sanctity of Mother Earth 
[which] are ways of sustaining spiritual and symbolic links to the land (2005:403). 
Howard and Proulx argue “the focus on deterritorialization in the context of 
globalization, which focuses on how production, communities, politics (Appaduri 1991), 
and identities become detached from local places, and where the displacement of 
identities, persons, and meanings are endemic to the postmodern world system (Deluze 
and Guattari 1986; Kaplan 1987), have further detracted from the processes of production 
and “practice of community” in local contexts, which are so important to Aboriginal 
peoples and other communities within cities (Howard 2004; Halperin 1998)” (2011:14).  
As scholars have come to note, Aboriginal peoples in Canadian cities have come to 
mobilize diverse discourse and practice in ways that re-territorialize the urban landscape 
(Howard and Proulx 2011).        
Indigenization in Urban Spaces 
A PACWA board member participating in this research explained, “people 
engaged in indigenization often don’t acknowledge the incredible constraints on the 
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process.  As one example, I worked at a university for twenty years.  Universities are not 
indigenous organizations, and it is not possible to indigenize them.  When one considers 
what it takes to get in to a university, where universities are housed, and their core 
structures, we can begin to understand how all of these things constrain indigenization 
within these settings.”  As a representative from Vancouver Native Education College 
noted, “we have tried to be involved in restoring language.  Diversity can be a challenge.  
We had an Elder who was available to teach a course in his language.  We only had 6 
students from that nation, but tried to have others join as a way to start offering 
languages.  We couldn’t get enough students, so we couldn’t offer it.  In this sense 
language revitalization can be complicated in the context of urban diversity.” 
 The social-cultural breakdown in Aboriginal communities that resulted from 
residential schooling, the reserve and band systems, forced adoption and other colonial 
policies and practices has been so great that many participants argues for the need among 
Aboriginal communities to be able to use all of the resources available for healing, 
wellness, and indigenization- whether they are recreated elements of one’s own culture 
that were lost or fragmented, or elements of other Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal culture. 
A representative from the Aboriginal Youth Internship Program, run through the 
provincial government, discussed creating opportunities for 25 Aboriginal youth to work 
with various provincial ministries annually.  “In many cases we are placing these interns 
in branches of the government where an Aboriginal person has not worked before.  [This 
is] indigenization from the perspective of bringing voices to the table not present before, 
and though they are just interns many are creating projects that would not have happened 
otherwise.”  
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Participants at the Roundtables events shared examples of urban indigenization 
from across the province, and many argued there is a ripple effect of the work.  As one 
example, the AYIP program recently received the Premiere’s awards.  A staff member 
from the program who attended the ceremony mentioned that the program was missing 
someone from territory to do a traditional welcome and perhaps sing an honour song.  
Their suggestion was incorporated into the awards subsequently, and is now a permanent 
part of the annual program.  “Though it was small, the ripple effect occurs” the 
participant stated.  Acknowledging the local Aboriginal territories and having Elders or 
Knowledge Keepers present to do so is becoming increasingly common across the 
province.  These are small but significant steps.  As a representative from the Vancouver 
School Board noted, “a number of our schools do this at assemblies, and some have 
welcoming ceremonies in September and year-end Aboriginal achievement celebrations 
with witnesses and feasts.” 
While these practices indicate important changes in acknowledgement of 
Aboriginal lands and title, and the inclusion of Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers, they are not always indicative of indigenization.  Participants in this research 
also provided many examples of their work within organizations that fell short of their 
expectations of indigenization.  As one participants shared, “I used to be an Aboriginal 
patient navigator.  Of the 102 patients I had, 17 died.  I come from a community where 
we all show respect if a community member dies.  A young lady who was one of my 
patients died of a very rare disease.  We had been working with the family who was in 
Lady Smith for months.  We couldn’t go to the funeral, it was not approved.  The amount 
of bureaucratic steps needed to even send flowers was ridiculous.”  Staff at PACWA also 
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commented that they were unable to engage in their traditional food systems at office 
locations.  After salmon runs and during crabbing season, for example, staff were 
forbidden from bringing traditional foods to work to sell to their colleagues.  Whether or 
not indigenization requires such practices may be up for debate.  Regardless, data 
generated in this research indicates that practices and processes of indigenization remain 
framed in false dichotomies that impede critical examinations or emerging practices in 
diverse urban settings.   
False Dichotomies 
“Discourses of tradition, kinship, self-identification, social identification, 
spirituality, community and authenticity are further controlling processes strategically 
and tacitly, mobilized by Aboriginal peoples across a host of urban domains” (Howard 
and Proulx 2011:3).  Contemporary indigenization in specific, and Aboriginal-state 
relations more generally, continue to reveal numerous pitfalls associated with the 
Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal, urban/reserve, modern/traditional, and authentic/inauthentic 
dichotomies.  These oppositional binaries reinforce historic colonial divisions, and 
disable critical engagement with the contemporary relationship and mutual dependency 
of many of these concepts and categories.  “There is no urban/reserve dichotomy,” one 
participant asserted, “because they are connected.”  Aboriginal participants in this 
research living in Vancouver overwhelmingly had family living in reserve communities 
and visited these communities regularly.  While distance and cost of travel was a barrier 
for some individuals who in this case would visit only once or twice annually, those who 
had families in reserve communities closer to Vancouver would return as often as every 
second weekend.   
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While the urban/reserve dichotomy tends to obscure these connections, it also 
often frames these communities within clusters of oppositional qualities and 
characteristics.  One participant explained, “coming to an urban area [to live] I could 
leave the reserve mentality behind.  Indian Affairs is not involved in the city.  People are 
leading more positive lives, and there are more resources in the city.”  Reserve 
communities are often homogenized as impoverished and unhealthy places and 
contrasted with the urban centre which stands for a symbol of abundance and 
opportunity.  While this dichotomy does reflect the trend of poverty on reserve and more 
available services in urban centres, it misses important diversities within these categories.  
It overlooks the fact that some reserve communities have done well despite the 
challenges they face, and fails to acknowledge the persistent poverty and oppression that 
Aboriginal people’s face in urban centres despite the available opportunities and services.  
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES) is an excellent example of the latter, and is 
often referred to as “Canada’s largest urban reserve.” 
Participants in this research shared comments such as “healthy reserve is an 
oxymoron,” “believing in reserves is problematic because you’re believing in a jail.  My 
parents always told me there was no payment for the land that was taken from my 
people,” and “reserves are unnatural refugee camps on low quality land in poor 
locations.”  While the colonial history of reserves in Canada is unquestionably 
problematic, homogenizing reserve communities as unhealthy and impoverished colonial 
prison communities obscures valuable lessons to be drawn from their diversity and 
connections to urban Aboriginal communities.  As another participant in this research 
noted, “each reserve community is so different…  How can we connect indigenization 
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efforts on reserve to those happening off reserve?”  Elaborating this point, another 
participant explained, “indigenization in Vancouver, Victoria, and Prince George, for 
example, are all different.  Vancouver is much different because, really, there are four 
reserves within or next to the urban context.  The border between reserve space and urban 
space in the Lower Mainland is blurred.  While remote reserves often come to mind when 
we say “reverse,” there is no homogenous reserve, much like there is no homogenous 
Aboriginal culture.” 
While the urban/reserve dichotomy may be problematic on a conceptual level, it 
is also important to note the way it has continued to direct policy development, funding 
arrangements, and other social organizations with clear and pressing implications for the 
indigenization process.  As one participant was keen to point out, “there was an advocate 
organization representing urban Aboriginals, though it no longer exists.  There is 
currently a dual economy for Aboriginal peoples of engaging in reserve politics on one 
hand and mainstream politics on the other- voting to take over ridings for example.  
Reserve leaders could be influencing urban Aboriginal voting.  There might be more 
change if mainstream politicians felt like they could lose seats.”  Another participant 
noted that the distinction between reserves being federally funded and urban Aboriginal 
communities being provincially funded continues to impact indigenization in both 
settings, while also discouraging collaborative projects of indigenization spanning urban 
and reserve spaces.  Indigenization in an urban setting is connected to issues on reserve. 
Many of the issues urban Aboriginals face started on reserve.  People leave reserves 
because they are unhealthy colonial creations, and bring these issues with them to urban 
settings.  The issues exist on both sides. We cannot disconnect and dichotomize them.  
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“We need to address them as a connected challenge,” one participant argued, “in order to 
create healthy communities.”  As another participant put it, “there isn’t really a 
distinction between the conditions Aboriginal kids face on reserves and the ones urban 
Aboriginal youth face in inner city schools.”  Finally, as another participant pointed out, 
the urban/reserve dichotomy suggests that all Aboriginal people are either born on 
reserve or in an urban centre, which is not the case.  “Not all Aboriginal people are from 
reserves,” she explained. “There are 29 chartered Metis communities in BC and 25% of 
Aboriginal population in BC is Metis.” 
None of this is meant to suggest that there aren’t important differences between 
reserve and urban contexts.  Rather I have tried to emphasize that despite common 
characteristics at a general level, urban and reserve contexts are diverse and 
interconnected.  The boundaries between urban and reserve spaces are not always clear, 
and Aboriginal families and processes of indigenization move between these spaces.  In a 
story about the Elders Day celebration held at Native Education College annually, a 
participant in this research (and a staff member at NEC) explained that at their last Elders 
Day they had about 130 Elders from on and off reserve. “One of the interesting things,” 
he noted “is on reserve the families are more interconnected and know each other more 
and the Elders are easily identifiable.   In the city the community is more fractured, who’s 
an Elder or recognized Knowledge Keeper?”  Echoing this point, a representative from 
the Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive Council (MVAEC) explained, “We are 
working to bring the executive directors of Aboriginal organizations in Vancouver 
together- PACWA, the Aboriginal friendship centre, Native Education College, 
Vancouver Native Housing organizations, & others.  We are attempting to develop urban 
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Aboriginal representation and to connect this group to reserve communities.  We need 
more services and economic developments on reserve.”  As the participant noted, several 
First Nations in B.C. are engaged in discussions about eliminating the Indian Act and 
developing on reserve.  “In the city we don’t have a land base to develop,” he noted, “We 
have networks, partnerships and coalitions.”  Land remains a tension both on and off 
reserve.  In the case of reserve communities, the land is held in trust by the government, 
and so Aboriginal peoples cannot use it for collateral in any social development or 
business ventures.  In the case of urban Aboriginal communities, another participant put 
it this way: “Urban indigenous people are united by the basic struggle over land.  We 
don’t enjoy the same rights (section 35) but have same political aspirations of owning the 
land.”          
Much of the historical narrative of Canada’s colonial institutions for the 
confinement and/or removal of Aboriginal peoples from their ancestral lands, 
communities and families - whether colonial or revisionist in nature- maintains a 
dichotomy between on-reserve and off-reserve Aboriginal peoples.  While this on/off 
reserve distinction is an important one, it is also a false dichotomy in the sense that 
reserve and urban Aboriginal populations are permeable and connected.  As one 
participant shared, “I grew up off reserve, and am an urban Aboriginal.  But when I visit 
home there is no distinction.  I am simply family.  I never grew up without a sense of 
belonging to a specific nation.  I still see my family, and I know who I am.  For me being 
healthy is being away from my community because my community is not a healthy place.  
Only in the city did I encounter the critique of “how Aboriginal are you?  We sometimes 
end up with brown faces enforcing the government’s laws.”  Many participants in this 
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research highlighted the tension they experienced in urban centres around having to prove 
the nature and extend of their Aboriginal lineage to other Aboriginal people.   
In similar ways to the urban/reserve dichotomy, the Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal, 
modern/traditional, and authentic/inauthentic dichotomies also break down through 
critical examination or urban spaces.  As the sections above have elaborated, Aboriginal 
peoples in cities bring diverse traditional knowledges which the combine, restructure, and 
employ in diverse ways through indigenization and other processes of contemporary 
urban Aboriginal cultural production.  This process defies the modern/traditional and 
authentic/inauthentic dichotomies.  In the case of this research, the majority of Aboriginal 
participants had ancestry in more than one Aboriginal culture- many also having non-
Aboriginal ancestry as well.  Through the diversities within urban Aboriginal individuals 
and families, the Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal dichotomy breaks down as well. 
Conclusion  
The processes that maintain the misconception that Aboriginal peoples and 
traditions are incompatible with city life are structural in origin, labeled “democratic 
racism” by Henry and Tator (2000), and are reflective of the majority of literature about 
the urbanization of Aboriginal peoples produced during the 1960s and 70s.  This 
literature is problem-centred, focusing of factors like alcoholism and homelessness as 
indicators of the failure of Aboriginal peoples to adjust to urban spaces, and assimilation 
as the primary indicator of success.  Aboriginal urbanization and assimilation were 
viewed as transitions from “simple” to “complex” society.  The ‘failure’ of Aboriginal 
peoples to urbanize and/or assimilate was typically attributed to an incompatibility 
between Aboriginal cultures and that of modernity rather than in relation to institutional 
and systemic causation such as racism and the goals of dominant society to assimilate 
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Aboriginal peoples at all costs.  This literature also naturalized the opposition assumed 
between concepts of indigeneity on the one hand and urban modernity on the other.  
From this perspective, the conditions of urban living are thought to challenge, if not 
disable, the possibilities of creating and sustaining authentic indigenous communities in 
the urban environments.  The 1980s marked a transition in the approach of Canadian 
research literature away from representing Aboriginal peoples as passive victims of 
urbanization and assimilation toward practical studies overwhelmingly aimed at assisting 
Aboriginal organizations in planning and development, with a focus on how Aboriginal 
peoples actively construct viable cultural communities (Howard and Proulx 2011).   
Subsequent literature and research began to deepen the conversation around 
Aboriginal indigenization and cultural production in urban spaces.  Flynn’s study of a 
drum group in Vancouver, for example, demonstrates the incorporation of inter-tribal 
traditions within urban spaces.  His research elaborates an indigenized healing process of 
constructing new social and spiritual spaces as a part of an ongoing phenomenon and a 
healing movement that stretches across Canada- bridging diverse Aboriginal traditions in 
diverse urban spaces (2011).  Aboriginal peoples in cities creatively use, reshape, 
recontextualize, recombine, and mobilize traditional values and actions.  Through this 
process “Aboriginal peoples are indigenizing modernity not in terms of invention of 
tradition but rather as the “inventiveness” of tradition” (Howard and Proulx 2011:10). 
Aboriginal knowledge, practices and traditions are subject to the creative, tactical, 
and strategic ways in which indigenization and other forms of Aboriginal cultural 
production is being achieved in urban centres across Canada.  “Some Aboriginal people 
bring a relatively complete form of specific cultural knowledge and practice with them 
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when they move to cities.  This cultural-specific knowledge and practice is then 
disseminated through the urban Elders or through the pragmatic actions of Aboriginal 
social action agencies.  Howard argues that the particularities of the experience of Native 
urbanization, combined with the socio-political context of Native and non-Native 
relations in Canada, provide for a unique evolution of indigenous social movements in 
relation to urban Aboriginal cultural production” (Howard and Proulx 2011:12).  The 
incorporation and/or replacement of traditional knowledge and practice into/of cultural 
features of settler society becomes a mode of personal and organizational transformation 
and source of belonging for Aboriginal people encapsulated by and interacting with other 
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VI. Daily Practices of Indigenization at PACWA 
Introduction 
As previously stated, the child protection program is the gatekeeper of PACWA, 
and all families who access services at the Association must first go through the child 
protection intake team.  As James, an intake social worker at PACWA explains, the 
relationship established during intake sets the stage for the trajectory of service a given 
family will experience throughout their time with PACWA (which may span multiple 
programs within the Association).  Intake interviews begin this process, and social 
workers participating in this research reported being intentional about putting the 
PACWA values (of respect, humility, integrity, belonging and strength based practice) 
into practice during this initial stage of contact with families.  While the process of 
identifying safety concerns must be congruent with provincial legislation, intake staff 
also employ a strategy that they feel departs from the mainstream approaches dominating 
the process at MCFD in significant ways.  In the case of intake, James explains that it is 
critical to acknowledging that while the family may have serious challenges (and in some 
cases section 13 child protection concerns), they also have strengths and gifts.  For James 
it is important to foreground the strengths while also being clear and transparent about the 
family’s involvement with the child welfare system, and the implications this could have.  
James was also clear that social workers need to recognize the backdrop of the legacy of 
colonization and residential schooling, and the contemporary aftermath of poverty, 
neglect, and cultural disconnect and/or disruption that frames their interactions with 
families.  The sentiments James shared were echoed by social workers throughout 
various programs at PACWA.  Social workers within each program as PACWA provided 
clear examples of the use of indigenized social work practice used to meet their dual 
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mandate to both the provincial government and Aboriginal board of directors and 
community in what they describe as “culturally relevant and strength based ways.”  This 
chapter provides a discussion of the impact of PACWA’s dual mandate on processes of 
indigenization, followed by case studies of daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.             
PACWA’s Dual Mandate: Legislation, Audited Practice Standards and 
Daily Practices of Indigenization 
The relationship with the Ministry of Child and Family Development has 
impacted the history of indigenization at PACWA in a variety of ways.  PACWA’s 
history of indigenization, their contemporary relationship with MCFD, and recent 
changes within the context of the delegation model in British Columbia all impact daily 
practices of indigenization at PACWA.  In particular, participants across various 
programs at PACWA explained that their dual mandate to Ministry audited practice and 
legislation on the one hand, and to Aboriginal policy and practice developed and/or 
approved by the Board of the other, formed the central tension running through their 
daily work.   
Danette, a child protection social worker who participated in multiple interviews 
and research engagements, explained: “The legislation that we must abide by is 
colonization practice.  So what happens when you have an umbrella of colonial 
legislation governing a group of Aboriginal agencies that are then doing things like 
taking sacred practices and moving them into policy?  It’s helpful, but it doesn’t change 
the legislation.  Indigenizing practices such as homecomings7 are a powerful thing 
drawing from ancestral practice, but at the end of the day we are still returning a kid that 
we stole under white legislation.” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Dannette is referring to the PACWA homecoming and reunification ceremonies discussed in chapter VII  
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The dual mandate of PACWA and other delegated agencies in British Columbia 
complicates daily practices fundamental to the work of child welfare, such as interpreting 
section 13 child protection concerns.  Participants in this research working in child 
protection argue that the legislation, while it affords some flexibility, is framed in a 
mainstream perspective that works to maintain colonial relationships and perspectives.  
“For example,” Danette continued, “if I’m in a white home at the dinner table and the 
father is on his fourth glass of wine and that’s normalized for that family, that in itself 
doesn’t look much like a child protection concern, does it?  But if that family was 
Aboriginal living in B.C. housing in a suite infested with cockroaches because that’s all 
they can afford, and dad happens to be on his fourth beer, then we’ve got a problem.  The 
same legislation is being applied, but the application is cast through a very different lens: 
one that continues to pathologize our clients.” 
Literature and research continues to demonstrate that Aboriginal families continue 
to be investigated more frequently than non-Aboriginal families (Blackstock  2009; 
Kozlowski et al. 2011), and that the majority of Aboriginal child removals occur in 
response to conditions of poverty and neglect that researchers can directly tie to the 
intergenerational impacts of Canada’s history of colonization, residential schooling, and 
persistent structural and systemic oppression of Aboriginal peoples (Trocme´ et al 2001; 
Hick 2006; Blackstock 2007, 2009; Sinha et al 2011).  The anecdote shared above is 
confirmed in the literature, as is the correlation between conditions of systemic poverty 
and neglect in Aboriginal populations and the overrepresentation of Aboriginal children 
in the child welfare system (Blackstock 2009).  By Statistics Canada’s measure, there 
were 129,580 First Nations people in British Columbia in 2006.  This population 
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represented 18.6% of the total First Nations population in Canada, and 3.2 % of the 
population of British Columbia (Statistics Canada, 2006).  First Nations children (aged 
zero to nineteen) constituted 6% of the child population in British Columbia, and an 
additional 2% of the child population was non-First Nations Aboriginal (Statistics 
Canada, 2006).  In total, then, Aboriginal children made up 8 % of the child population in 
British Columbia, and yet the Ministry of Children and Family Development reported 
that 52 % of all children in care in 2007/08 were Aboriginal (Kozlowski et al 2011).  This 
overrepresentation, unfortunately, has remained relatively constant, and in 2011 MCFD 
reported that just over half of the children in care in the province were Aboriginal 
(MCFD, 2011). 
Kozlowski, Sinha, Hoey and Lucas argue that the overrepresentation of 
Aboriginal children begins at the point of first contact with child welfare agencies.  In a 
multi-agency study they conducted, the investigation rate for First Nations children was 
4.2 times that for non-Aboriginal children (140.6 investigations per 1,000 First Nations 
children vs. 33.5 investigations for every 1,000 non-Aboriginal children in 2008.) Their 
data also suggests that this overrepresentation is driven primarily by cases involving child 
neglect, which is linked to factors including poverty, poor housing, domestic violence, 
and substance abuse (2011). 
Interviews with the PACWA CEO, members of the board of directors, managers, 
and Elders and Knowledge keepers at PACWA suggest that a critical feature of 
indigenization practice at the Association involves taking practical and concrete steps 
towards child welfare practice that supports families to remain together and out of the 
court system despite the challenges they face as urban Aboriginal peoples.  In an effort to 
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develop standards and indicators for indigenized (or Aboriginal) social work practice, 
PACWA has developed internal policies and procedures, as well as supporting the 
development and revision of broader standards for delegated Aboriginal child welfare 
agencies across British Columbia.  Beginning in 1997 the Ministry, executive directors of 
delegated Aboriginal agencies in the province, and the Department of Indian and 
Northern Development Canada collaborated to create the Aboriginal Operational Practice 
Standards and Indicators (APOSI), which was formally launched in 1999.  AOPSI was 
developed to inform social work practice in an Aboriginal agency context. The standards 
provide a guide for operations and practice for Aboriginal agencies operating at one of 
three levels of delegation ranging from voluntary support services to full child protection 
authority.  In 2003 MCFD contracted the Caring for First Nations Children Society to 
conduct a review of AOPSI practice standards, a process that led to further revisions and 
the release of an updated AOPSI in 2009 (AOPSI 2009).  These updated practice 
standards and indicators where in effect during the period of this research. 
The challenge for some workers is that indigenized polices and standards such as 
AOPSI are still generated within the guiding framework of provincial legislation.  As 
Danette pointed out,  “If there is a possible issue of neglect that may warrant involvement 
or removal under section 13 of the CFCSA, for example, AOPSI requires us to engage 
and investigate that allegation within the context of community standards.”  Community 
standards are complicated in an urban setting however, where agencies such as PACWA 
are serving families from dozens of different Aboriginal communities.  Across the 
province, Dannette argued, “Aboriginal families are held to MCFD’s standards, and 
consequently poverty and neglect continue to comprise the rationale for the majority of 
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removals of Aboriginal children from their families.”  Despite AOPSI, many participants 
at PACWA argue that Aboriginal children continue to be removed under the same 
rationale that was in operation during the 60s scoop.  As the child protection manager put 
it, “here at PACWA, 70% of all removals are conducted because of poverty or neglect, 
and that was the context of the 60s scoop: pathologizing Aboriginal families and 
communities and taking punitive measure because of poverty and perceived neglect that 
had resulted from residential schooling, and the reserve and band systems.”  While staff 
and leadership within delegated Aboriginal agencies continue to reflect on the conditions 
in which their clients live, and the reasoning behind child removals, current statistics 
indicate that this hasn’t changed the practice of conducting removals overwhelmingly on 
the basis of poverty and perceived neglect.   
 All child protection social workers interviewed in this research also pointed out 
that PACWA has not been able to implement many critical features of AOPSI.  AOSPI, 
for example, acknowledges that Aboriginal families involved in child welfare statistically 
face more challenges and barriers that their non-Aboriginal counterparts (such as 
intergenerational trauma, poverty, substance abuse, and barriers to housing and 
employment) (British Columbia Ministry of Children and Family Development 2005).  
For this reason, AOPSI suggests that child protection social workers maintain caseloads 
of no more than 25.  No child protection social worker participating in this research, 
however, reported having a caseload lower than 30.  
As Danette explained further, the Child, Family and Community Services Act 
(CFCSA) is the law that PACWA is mandated to follow.  Section 13 details the child 
protection concerns that PACWA is mandated to safeguard and investigate.  “The 
	   152	  
problem, from my perspective is the legislation,” she asserted.  “We’re doing the best we 
can within the confines given to us.”  Perspectives vary on the degree to which the 
development of Aboriginal standards, such as AOPSI, provide leeway to social workers 
at PACWA to maneuver within the confines of the legislation.  AOPSI provides a set of 
standards and practices for delegated Aboriginal agencies to interpret and exercise the 
CFSCA legislation.  “AOPSI” as another worker put it, “gives us the tools to do what we 
do through an Aboriginal lens.”  In this view Ministry standards are more of a problem 
than the legislation, and so PACWA (and other delegated Aboriginal organizations) are 
developing new policy and standards.  Other workers feel that, despite what Aboriginal 
standards like AOPSI afford, they still have to look at families through a “Western lens.”   
Tensions between the “Aboriginal lens” and the “Western lens” emerge, as one 
worker described, when divergent notions of acceptable risk arise (as discussed in the 
example above of assessing the risk presented by having alcohol in the home).  The 
Aboriginal/Western (or non-Aboriginal) dichotomy is ubiquitous within the agency.  The 
dichotomy can be problematic in assuming homogeneity between Aboriginal cultures 
(and between non-Aboriginal cultures) but is also somewhat successful in referencing 
cultural features and values that diverse Aboriginal participants in this research agree to 
be shared among Aboriginal cultures.  As one child protection social worker explained in 
an interview, standards like AOPSI developed by delegated Aboriginal agencies draw 
upon “common threads” among Aboriginal cultures in British Columbia, and elsewhere 
in Canada.  “The founding committee of AOPSI,” a social worker explained, “did not 
speak to every single Aboriginal band and/or community in the province to decide what 
they were going to do- yet even communities they did not visit feel that AOPSI resonates 
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with them.”  The expectation is that common threads inform the process of exploring and 
implementing the cultural particulars of the children and families involved in specific 
cases.  In interviews and other research activities, participants agreed that despite their 
diversities, Aboriginal cultures share a relational worldview premised on an ancestral 
connection between language, territory and spiritual practice.  Despite difference and 
diversity, participants also agreed that Aboriginal cultures (both ancestral and 
contemporary) view children as sacred, and that Aboriginal theories of human 
development place emphasis on the importance of maintaining positive relationships 
between individuals and their families, communities, ancestral territories, languages and 
spiritual practices across their life cycle. 
From this view, the assessment of risk becomes situated in a context that 
considers variables not traditionally considered by mainstream approaches.  If a child is 
in a home where there is poverty and a degree of neglect due to caregivers struggling 
with complex trauma, for example, the risk of removing them must be weighted against 
the risk factors that will be generated by removing them from relationships that keep 
them connected to their family, community and culture (Blackstock 2009).  Staff at 
PACWA are quite candid in disclosing that they are willing to accept living arrangements 
that would likely be considered “too risky” by social workers at the Ministry of Child and 
Family Development.  There is a willingness to recognize that despite the challenges and 
risks present, each family processes unique gifts, and supporting families to remain 
together ultimately introduces less risk factors that would be generated by making the 
decision to remove a child.  Though PACWA was delegated for child protection in 2008, 
the process of transitioning from a staff of seconded MCFD social workers to internally 
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trained PACWA social workers was still in process during the time of this research.  
Consequently, alternate approaches to interpreting and evaluating risk emerging through 
the indigenization of child protection practice at PACWA have not yet had an 
opportunity to be reflected in child protection statistics within the Association.           
The reality of daily practice at PACWA is defined by a profound and inescapable 
imbalance in the Associations dual mandate.  The Delegation Enabling Agreement 
clearly stipulates compliance with provincial legislation and Ministry practice standards 
and information systems.  This compliance is audited annually.  Individual staff members 
are at risk of losing their jobs for non-compliance in particular, and the Association is at 
risk of losing delegated status and funding for non-compliance more generally.  As a 
result, compliance with legislation and Ministry audited practice standards and 
information systems is built into the structures of accountability, supervision and 
evaluation at PACWA.  The same cannot be said, however, for indigenized practices 
within the Association.  While a worker in the guardianship program, for example, is 
likely to lose their job for non-compliance with completing comprehensive plans of care 
(CPOC) for youth on their caseload, the same is not true for staff who fail to provide 
homecoming and reunification ceremonies for youth returned to their families and 
communities, or honouring the journey of our youth ceremonies for youth who age out of 
care.  The asymmetry in auditing and accountability between Ministry requirements and 
indigenized practice requirements created by the Board and leadership at PACWA shapes 
daily practice of indigenization throughout the Association.   
Many workers participating in this research (and particularly those working in 
child protection) explained that high caseloads and the work required to maintain 
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compliance with legislative and Ministry requirements left little to no time for them to 
familiarize themselves with and conduct indigenization practice such as organizing 
ceremonies, involving Elders and Knowledge Keepers, and taking extra steps to integrate 
culturally relevant practices into their work (such as sourcing traditional foods to share 
with clients, or providing ceremonial medicines such as sage or sweet grass for cleansing 
and grounding ceremonies such as smudging).  This was particularly the case for non-
Aboriginal workers who are less familiar with Aboriginal territories, protocols, 
customary laws, and urban diversity. 
Despite the abilities of delegated Aboriginal agencies to develop their own 
policies and standards (that themselves must be approved by MCFD), many staff at 
PACWA feel that Ministry audited practice standards and information systems disable 
indigenization practices.  “There is the practice and then there is the paper,” as one social 
worker put it, “And there is nothing Aboriginal about court documents.”  The legal 
standards of child protection work, for example, require lots of time to be spent serving 
clients, liaising with lawyers, prepping for court, and then attending court.  The standards 
also require child protection social workers to see a child within 7 days of placement and 
then every 30 days afterwards (British Columbia Child, Family and Community Service 
Act 1996).  As Danette explained, “If you have 30 kids on your caseload then you would 
be seeing a child every day.  There is no time for that.  Tuesdays I prepare for court and 
serve or visit clients, and Wednesdays we have a team meeting the morning and court in 
the afternoon.”  Each social worker on each child protection team also has to spend one 
day a week on duty and must stay in the office and cover emergencies for anyone on their 
team.  “There are really only 2 days in any given week when we can conduct visits” she 
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explained.  Staff at PACWA regardless of the program in which they work, must balance 
legislative and Ministry requirements on one hand, and indigenization practice on the 
other.  The case studies below provide examples of this tension throughout the daily work 
of indigenous social work practice across the Association.   
Child Protection Case Study 
Sarah has been a child protection social worker with PACWA for 2 and a half 
years, and joined the Association about 6 months after they became fully delegated and 
assumed child protection services.  She moved to Canada from Europe shortly before 
beginning her work with PACWA.  Though she has travelled and worked in many other 
countries, she did not have previous experience working with Aboriginal families, and 
reports that “her journey at PACWA has been one of learning the protocols, cultural 
practices and sensibilities of diverse Aboriginal people in British Columbia.”   
 Sarah explains that she took many efforts to familiarize herself with the 
populations she would be working with at PACWA, primarily by doing a great deal of 
independent reading and research, and also by participating in many of the internal 
culturally-based opportunities for training offered by PACWA.  As one example, she 
attended that staff cultural camp (discussed further in chapter VII), where she had the 
opportunity to learn about the protocols of sweat lodge ceremonies through participating 
in a sweat.  This case study chronicles her involvement with a family from the Chehalis 
First Nation. It involves multiple programs at PACWA, and demonstrates how varying 
discourses and perceptions around the “best interest” of a child between PACWA staff, 
Aboriginal bands, and families served by PACWA can complicate projects of 
indigenization.  It also highlights the challenges that Aboriginal diversity presents for 
indigenized practices such as inclusive foster care within an urban setting. 
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 “The band,” she explained “is very, very involved in the planning and our 
meetings with them are always on their territory,” Sarah explained.  This decisions to 
conduct the majority of the planning in the territory of the family, despite the 2-hour 
drive required to get there, is reflective of the importance PACWA places on grounding 
child welfare practice in territory whenever possible.  This, of course, is not always 
possible, as the majority of families with whom the Association works are from territories 
too far away to make this a practical reality.   
At the outset Sarah acknowledged that the work has been difficult, as PACWA, 
the band, and the family all have different viewpoints of the situation and the best way to 
navigate it.  “I’ve had to work a year to build [the community’s] trust,” she explained.  
“Going there I often achieve very little in terms of planning, but a lot in terms of 
relationship- to the point that I was invited to the closing ceremony of the long house on 
their land.  This was big because people can attend ceremonies but that particular 
ceremony is a really important one.  It’s one of the biggest annual ceremonies on their 
land and I was clearly the only white person there.”  Sarah was clearly proud of the 
relationship she had developed over the course of her time working with the family and 
their community and band.  Being invited to the longhouse ceremony, part of the 
ancestral winter ceremonial practices of the region (Adams 1981; Steckley and Cummins 
2008), is certainly an indication of trust, and Sarah sees attention to building trusting and 
transparent relationships with families as central to her work, and the PACWA approach.     
 The family in this case is quite large, consisting of nine children from one mother 
and one father.  Five of these children are involved with PACWA.  “They are currently 
living in Vancouver. And the plan… is for the children to move to Chehalis. And that’s 
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what I want.”  Sarah reports visiting the community roughly every six weeks.  One of the 
primary goals of her visits is to identify extended family within the community who 
might take the children through out-of-care options while the family resolves the children 
protection concerns identified by PACWA.  This case is “an interesting one,” Sarah 
explains, “because the band is currently looking to obtain delegation themselves,” 
meaning they are engaged in the formal process of working towards establishing a 
delegated Aboriginal agency for their reserve community.  Though she can’t be sure, 
Sarah wonders if the band’s aspiration to develop their own agency is one reason they are 
so involved in this particular case.  Sarah explained, 
“When I go to meetings I’ve the chief there, I’ve got the chief’s 
wife, I’ve got members of the band- like the council-…the youth advocate, 
and then open members of the Ministry as well, who are child protection 
workers… I feel from the band’s perspective, and I’m not denying they do 
have the child’s best interest at heart, but they’re also saying it’s about 
Chehalis children, not just about the children I work with.  And regularly 
when we’re trying to make planning for these children, which the band 
wants that too, the conversation is steered towards the band making a 
political statement that we can also look after Chehalis children.  And so I 
find that very difficult ‘cause I understand but I want to support the 
children I am working with in particular.  And I repeat it when we go to 
meetings: I’m repeatedly naming the children and bringing them out. So 
I’m putting their names on the table, I’m putting their interests.  Like, I 
start every meeting by saying this is, uhm, I’ll change the names:  this is, I 
don’t know, Phillip and Sandy, or whatever.  And they like ice cream. 
They do this. This is what they like. Trying to bring it back that this is 
about individual children.  So that’s been interesting.”      
 
The band’s consistent emphasis on connecting the particular case of the family and 
children Sarah is working with to children in their relationship on the whole is indicative 
of the relational perspectives and worldviews of Aboriginal peoples.  For the band and 
council, the issues warranting the involvement of child protection in this particular case 
may also be present among many others in the community.  These issues, as discussed, 
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are contextualized within deeper histories of colonization, residential schooling and child 
welfare in British Columbia.  Throughout daily practices at PACWA, social workers 
encounter such perspectives in many of the Aboriginal communities with whose children 
and families they work.   
As Sarah explained, the children in this case currently have different relationships 
to their family, the child welfare system, and their community.  “One girl goes [to her 
community] every second week with the family and the aim is to move her by the end of 
the summer.  But there’s tension because the band doesn’t fully accept the child 
protection concerns about the parents.  And that’s something that we are never going to 
agree upon.  The thing that we can agree upon right now is that in the end we want 
children to be placed in Chehalis.  We are all on the same page about that.  Long-term, 
the band wants the children united back with their family.  I don’t support that, but I 
support that some of the children go back with the family.  But this intermediary state has 
been really slow… I’ve been wanting it for a year and a half, and that’s what the band 
wants as well, but they’ve just not been able to organize themselves well enough to 
actually be practical about it.” 
Due to confidentiality of the family in the case, and my position as a researcher 
(rather than a delegated social worker), I was not able to access information pertaining to 
the specifics of the alleged child protection concerns in the case of this family.  What 
Sarah’s testimony does demonstrate, is that social workers continue to view Aboriginal 
bands as unorganized and impractical, rather than recognizing that they may be operating 
from alternate yet equally valid cultural perspectives.  As is also evident, social workers 
continue to advocate for the return of some children and not others- promoting strategies 
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of partial reunification based on the opinion that particular Aboriginal parents and 
families can’t manage all of their children within a context of acceptable risk.         
Despite some tension that has emerged in the process of working together Sarah 
acknowledged that she has learned a great deal from spending so much time in the 
community, and from the privilege of being invited to witness the longhouse ceremony. 
“That day was certainly one of the best days I’ve ever experienced in Canada,” she 
affirmed.  Through interactions with the family, the band, colleagues at PACWA and 
staff at the Ministry, Sarah has come to understand the case in dynamic and complex 
ways.  The most effective relationship building with the family and community, for 
instance, was accomplished by putting the PACWA values into practice rather than by 
implementing provincial legislation and Ministry standards.  This was accomplished 
through acknowledging the importance of anchoring her practice in the territory of the 
family, respecting their protocols and customary laws, and participating in ceremony with 
the community. 
This process has led to Sarah understanding and respecting the interests and 
perspectives of the family and community, even when they may not align with her own.  
“One thing that’s not a value of mine but I can certainly understand is about family,” she 
explained, “…[is] that extended family is so valuable to this community.  And I think 
sometimes it is important to separate- this is something that actually I don’t share but I’ve 
learned- when we go to a meeting I want to identify who are the family members and 
who are the professionals.  But when I go to these meetings they are one and the same: 
the professionals, the chief, is my family’s cousin!  The chief’s wife is my family’s sister-
in-law.  And, so they’re one and the same and that’s- that’s been difficult for me because 
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I like boundaries.”  Because of the scale of impact of epidemics, residential schooling, 
forced adoption and the child welfare system, boundaries are rarely clear-cut within 
practices of Aboriginal child welfare.  This complexity is, more often than not, 
incongruent with the black and white nature of government thinking and perspectives 
underpinning provincial legislation, practice standards and information systems.  
Contemporary urban Aboriginal child welfare practice requires a move from this either/or 
dichotomous thinking towards a more indigenous perspective of and/and. 
Sarah’s discussion of this case indicates that despite her preference towards clear 
boundaries and distinctions, major successes within her practice came from a recognition 
that she needed to move beyond dichotomous thinking to work respectfully with the 
family and community.  “So that’s [the lack of clear boundaries] been different,” she 
explained, “but I welcome and appreciate that they’re all there together.  And they see 
that this is not a fight about the parents.  This is [about] trying to get their children back; 
this is about the community as a whole trying to get their children back.”  
While the parents in this particular family visit their community regularly, the were 
currently residing in Vancouver during this research.  Aside from her work with the band, 
MCFD and family and others in the community, Sarah has also learned a great deal from 
working with the family in Vancouver.  When asked about the case in an urban context, 
Sarah shared the following story:  
“I have an interesting thing to say about that.  [Of the nine children in the family] 
three of children… are in foster care, and two are with maternal family, [and] all of them 
in Vancouver.  Through the [Federation of Aboriginal Foster Parents] of Vancouver I 
found out about this opportunity for Aboriginal children to go to a Sundance.  And there 
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were four compulsory workshops that these children had to attend prior to going to the 
Sundance to sort of prepare them for what they would see, but also to give them some 
teachings about the Sundance.  So the foster parent emailed me and said this was 
happening.  And she enrolled the three of them who were in foster care, and this was 
started.  I think she did that on a Friday and the first workshop was on the Monday.  Now, 
that made me panic a bit because I know the Sundance is Prairie and I know that these 
children are West Coast8, and I know that mom and dad are very, very spiritual people. 
They’re both dancers within the longhouse.  And I know that they have some strong 
differentiation between them and other Aboriginal cultures.  Although they have 
indicated there are similarities between them and Sto:lo, for example, I’ve also heard 
from them [that] there are many differences as well.  So I was concerned, immediately, 
that we can’t just send children to something just because it’s Aboriginal.  
So I contacted the mother that morning and said, “How do you feel about the 
children going to Sundance?”  Now she didn’t know very much about it and I don’t know 
much about it, so I explained what I knew, and she was like, “I’m ok with it because I 
think it’s important that my children understand different cultures.”  And that was 
interesting because I saw it as different aspects of one culture but she was saying it was a 
different culture; as if I would say, like it’s great for me to go to Synagogue or something. 
But that was just really interesting and I definitely registered that with myself for my 
learning.  She said she was ok but she needed to speak to the dad. And then she phoned 
me back later in the day and said, “Dad wasn’t as happy with it but he would consent to 
it.”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  Staff at PACWA use the term “West Coast” to refer to Aboriginal cultures from Vancouver Island, as 
well as Coast Salish peoples. 
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So that night the children were going and I understood that it was preferable for the 
foster parents to go with them. The foster parent wasn’t going, so I went with them- 
partly out of selfishness, as I wanted to learn about the Sundance (S: smiles). Because I 
had heard about it, I knew it wasn’t to be talked about, and I thought I’d piece together 
what it was from the tiny bits of information that different individuals provided.  So I 
went and found out that I had no idea (S: laughs) But I learned so much.  They showed 
me, and I didn’t think it was allowed, but the guy that was running it had pictures and 
photographs and things- which was awesome.  Like where else would I get to see that?  
So that learning experience was great for me.  The children were bored, completely 
bored.  They had no interest in it. But, that was workshop one, but then after the 
workshop I was like, “I wonder how the family will feel about this?” Now that I’ve 
learned more about it, this is very different from what I witnessed in the longhouse, so I 
asked the mother to attend the second workshop with the children.  And she went, and 
although she had been initially consenting to it, she left and I phoned her on the Monday 
and she goes, “No, I don’t want them to go. I don’t want them to go to the workshop. I- I 
don’t want them to go to the Sundance.  It’s too different, it’s not my culture, I don’t 
agree on some of the things they’re saying.  I don’t want my children to smudge.  I don’t 
want my children to sweat.”  Although her husband sweats, but she says, “This has been 
delivered as if this is the truth.” And she goes, “This is not my children’s truth.” So they 
didn’t go. They didn’t go to any further workshops.  They didn’t go to the Sundance.  
And then I had to go to the foster parent and say, “This is awesome that you did this and 
you thought to try and think of something, but this is not right for this family.” And the 
foster parent took it very well.  But I think- I thought that was a very interesting thing, 
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that one size fits all. And- and I suppose my learning from anthropology, from working 
abroad and just general awareness, is that you cannot send children to something just 
because it’s Aboriginal.  And we have to value that.  And I worry that some workers 
wouldn’t necessarily have done all that consultation, wouldn’t have attended the 
workshop themselves, and wouldn’t have then got the parent to go with them to the 
workshop and done that.  And it was good that we did it and I’m glad- but it was 
interesting for me and we started something and it didn’t work out and that’s fine.   
My worry actually was how the foster parent was going to react to that because so 
many of our foster parents are not as proactive as that, and I don’t want to prevent foster 
parents from being proactive again in the future.  But that gave me the opportunity to 
explain everything in an email and say look, “I so value what you did,” because she’s 
Pilipino and I’m like, “this is awesome too, but this was not right for them.” And she was 
very understanding.” 
  This case study demonstrates the complexities present in the daily work of urban 
Aboriginal child welfare.  Within this context the diversity within and between clients, 
staff, foster parents and community partners complicates the process of balancing 
PACWA’s dual mandate.  This case demonstrates that navigating the complexity of 
urban child welfare, and achieving indigenized social work practice, is greatly supported 
through direct contact with Aboriginal communities and participation in the ceremony 
and other cultural practices of the particular Aboriginal culture or cultures one is working 
with.  Sarah’s practice in the urban setting was directly informed by what she had 
witnessed, participated in and learnt through spending time in the family’s community 
regularly and participating in ceremony.  This led her to make more informed decisions 
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not only with the family on the context of child protection, but also when working with 
her colleagues in the guardianship and resources programs for the children in the family 
who were in foster care.  As she explained, the knowledge she learnt in the community 
and through taking the initiative to attend the workshop, led to deepening her 
understanding of the relevance of Aboriginal diversity.  This directly supported her 
capacity to relay this knowledge to foster parents within the context of PACWA’s 
indigenized paradigm of inclusive foster care. 
Family Preservation & Reunification Case Study 
During the summer of 2011, I accompanied the manager of the PACWA family 
preservation and reunification program and the PACWA policy and research analyst to a 
meeting with a hereditary chief at the Squamish reserve in North Vancouver (chief 
Louis).  The purpose of the meeting was to get chief Louis’ guidance in the creation of a 
welcoming ceremony for families entering the family preservation program.  While the 
case study above provides an example of navigating the indigenization of urban 
Aboriginal social work on the frontline, this case provides an example of the daily work 
of designing practices, policies and procedures of indigenization at PACWA.  The central 
challenges in this process, as in the development of all of PACWA ceremonies, was: 1) to 
design a ceremony that both acknowledges the local territories and protocols while also 
honouring the diversity of the children and families for which the ceremony will be 
provided; 2) writing the ceremony into policy that can be shared throughout the agency; 
3) setting up social workers for success in organizing and implementing these 
ceremonies; and 4) integrating the ceremony into the structures of supervision and 
accountability to ensure that they are provided.  
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As chief Louis explained, ceremony and spiritual practice are highly regulated 
within Coast Salish cultures.  Songs, stories, ceremonies, and other spiritual practices 
may only be shared with certain people at certain times.  Given this, the chief offered 
what he called a “generic Coast Salish ceremonial formula” grounded in the basic pattern 
of public Coast Salish ceremony.  While Coast Salish cultures such as the Squamish, 
Musqueam and Tsleil-Wautuuth are unique cultures and vary in the particulars of their 
ceremonial practices, many of the more general (and public) features share similarities 
that were useful to this process. 
As the welcoming ceremony was intended for families who have been identified 
by child protection and are either entering the system as clients of PACWA for the first 
time, or are returning for further services, the chief advised that the ceremony be rooted 
not only in ancestral Coast Salish teachings, but also in a historically sensitive 
understanding of the contemporary conditions faced by these families. This begins, in his 
view, by acknowledging that child and family services have historically been a form of 
assimilation and genocide of Aboriginal peoples by the Canadian state.  While many 
Aboriginal communities now have control of these services in select places, the 
contemporary setting, he asserted, is one of colonial structures that need to be 
decolonized and then indigenized.   
Louis acknowledged that he has some extended family in the system.  Within the 
context of his extended family and community, Louis asserted that “adults continue to be 
displaced by design so that they cannot be mentors, and divisive government policy 
continues to create factionalism within the Aboriginal community.”  From the chief’s 
perspective, funding arrangements put forth by the province continue to foster 
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competition rather than collaboration between Aboriginal communities working in child 
and family services.  Reserve communities are funded federally, and urban communities 
are funded provincially. This structure perpetuates the urban/reserve dichotomy in 
Canada, and often hampers effective partnerships across these designations. 
Both the historical backdrop and the contemporary context are crucial in framing 
the process of indigenizing urban Aboriginal child welfare.  Louis asserted that it is vital 
to remove shame experienced by families involved with the system, and to create a safe 
space to do so.  “This may include the shame of being poor, the shame of having your 
child removed, and the shame of being Aboriginal,” he explained.  “It is also important to 
spell out the nature of the relationship between PACWA and these families, and to 
clearly describe the exact process required for families to be reunited with their children, 
with the added assurance that social workers and their supervisors will not “change the 
goal posts.”  The Agency must be very clear on the ultimate goals and interests of each 
Ceremony they develop and implement.” 
Linguistically, the chief noted, this process should be decolonized through the 
removal of dominant Euro-North American practices of providing people with permanent 
labels such as: alcoholic, addict, criminal, ward of the state, et cetera. The type of “once 
an alcoholic always an alcoholic” languages used by Alcoholics Anonymous, for 
example, is incongruent with many Squamish and other Coast Salish perspectives.  The 
removal of permanent Euro-North American labels involves a process of decolonization 
that makes room for indigenization to follow.  Decolonization, in the case of this 
example, involves internal discussions around the use of labels, discourse and other 
linguistic practices that create and frame Aboriginal peoples within spoken language and 
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policy documents as “alcoholics,” “addicts,” or simply “bad parents.” While the former 
labels are usually seen as more immutable that the latter, chief Louis asserted that both 
decolonization and indigenization are necessary to ground policy development in Coast 
Salish understanding that people shed names and labels in transitions marked by 
ceremony.  Within this context, ceremony can be used in child welfare to provide 
opportunities for personal and community transformation: “once an alcoholic not always 
and alcoholic,” Louis asserted.     
Once clear on the context above, Louis stressed the importance of four clear 
stages within the process of the Coast Salish ceremonial formula he offered as a template 
for the emerging PACWA welcoming ceremony.  These stages are not necessarily linear 
nor are they mutually exclusive.  I argue that they are perhaps best conceptualized as four 
quadrants of a ceremonial circle: 1) preparation; 2) ceremony; 3) follow-up; and 4) 
support with triggers.  These quadrants are represented in figure 2 below: 
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The preparation phase involves assuring that the family and all other participants 
are prepared for participation in the ceremony.  Many Aboriginal families living in urban 
spaces have little experience with ceremony, and may be apprehensive about 
participating in ceremony for a number of reasons.  Some may have internalized shame 
about being Aboriginal and or practicing Aboriginal spiritual practice due to the 
intergenerational devaluing of these practices through missionization and residential 
schooling in Canada.  Due to the challenges facing reserve communities, some 
individuals or families may have had unhealthy experiences with ceremony in their home 
community.  Several examples of people being physically or sexually abused within 
sweat lodges, for example, were shared by participants over the course of this research. 
Once the family is feeling supported to attend, they also need to be explained many of the 
basic tenants and protocols of ceremony conducted in Coast Salish territory.  Woman, foe 
example, must wear long skirts and cannot participate in the majority of what goes on in 
ceremony when they are menstruating (on their “moon time”), though they can still 
attend and participate in a limited capacity.  Elders and Knowledge Keepers are the first 
to eat at the feast, and no one is to get a second portion of food before all have eaten.  
More contemporary tenants include the prohibition of photography and video during the 
majority of the ceremonial proceedings.  Making families aware of these important 
aspects of ceremony reduces their anxiety and supports them in taking ownership over 
their role within the event, however small that might be. 
 Agency preparations are also required.  Ceremonial personnel must be 
approached with the proper protocol, and requested to support the ceremony.  In 
contemporary urban settings in Canada this often consists of gifting tobacco to the Elder 
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or Knowledge Keeper being asked lead or support the ceremony, and agreeing to provide 
an honourarium for their services.  Staff and others attending the ceremony must also 
being prepared.  They may be required to get particular items (such as a long skirt if they 
are female), and be prepared for the lose temporal constraints placed on ceremony.  There 
may be an agenda and a program, for example, but as Elders and Knowledge Keepers 
will explain: any ceremony begins and ends when it needs to, not when it is scheduled to.  
This means that you could easily arrive at the scheduled start of a ceremony, wait an hour 
for it to begin, and have it finish two hours later than you expected.  This was often my 
experience as a researcher attending and participating in various ceremonies over the 
course of a year with PACWA.   
The second quadrant, the ceremony phase, refers to the practice of conducting the 
ceremony itself, a process that includes specific ceremonial personnel and stages of 
practice.  In the case of the Coast Salish Ceremonial Pattern provided by the chief, the 
ceremonial personnel include: the core speaker (or emcee); the floor manager; a youth 
shadow; a caller of witnesses; witnesses, and ushers.  Important stages of the ceremony 
include: the welcoming, acknowledgement of territory and opening prayer; blanketing; 
drumming in; cleansing; witnessing; giveaway; closing; and the feast.  These are descried 
in further detail in chapter VII, in a discussion of the PACWA honouring the journey of 
our youth ceremony- which draws from the same Coast Salish ceremonial pattern.     
The third quadrant, follow-up phase, includes meeting with families (and 
sometimes other participants) after the ceremony, perhaps setting aside a time for an 
internal debrief with staff and personnel regarding the ceremony.  This provides the 
opportunity to answer any questions that participants might have had, to debrief their 
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experiences, and to learn from the ceremonial process as to whether any changes need to 
be made in the future.  This is particularly important in the context of urban 
indigenization.  The presence of diverse Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal participants 
requires constant inquiry into balancing diverse protocols and perspectives in the interest 
of creating safe and inclusive ceremonial spaces.      
The fourth quadrant, support with triggers, is perhaps the most crucial quadrant, 
and runs through all quadrants of the circle.  The very fact that a family has been 
identified by child protection, chief Louis noted, reflects a particular history.  Families 
involved with PACWA often have an intergenerational relationship to child welfare- 
sometimes pre-dating the Association’s existence.  Any interaction with what is 
perceived as state child protection can be triggering for Aboriginal families.  
Organizational staff and other personnel may also be triggered through the four stages of 
the ceremony.  Louis asserted that it is essential that (i) support is provided for those who 
are triggered at various stages of the ceremony, and (ii) that those who are triggered are 
removed from ceremonial space to maintain the safety of the circle.  They can be 
returned, of course, as soon as they no longer threaten the safety of the space.  This 
process may be as simple as taking them outside for a smoke, or as complex as providing 
a professional for them to speak with on an ongoing basis.  Chief Louise also mentioned 
that it is good to do these ceremonies with the changing of the seasons (such as the 
Equinox).  Connecting ceremonies to the annual cycle and its changes is a way to 
promote interconnectedness with the rhythms of the land.   
This meeting provided the basic information needed for PACWA to design a 
welcoming ceremony in congruence with the local Coast Salish ceremonial pattern.  The 
	   172	  
challenge then became writing the ceremony into PACWA policy.  As the policy and 
research analyst noted, this process requires a regular back and forth with Elders, 
Knowledge Keepers and Aboriginal leaders such as chief Louis, to ensure that the 
language and concepts used are decolonized and grounded in Aboriginal worldview(s).  
Over the course of this research a policy for a PACWA welcoming ceremony was 
developed using the indigenized methodology described above.  I also had the 
opportunity to participate in two interviews with the family preservation program 
manager around the process necessary to set up social workers for success in organizing 
and implementing these ceremonies.  For non-Aboriginal social workers in particular, the 
process of approaching Elders or Knowledge Keepers and offering protocol to initiate a 
ceremony can be intimidating.  These individuals need to be vetted and clearly identified 
for social workers, and the process of offering protocol (in this case presenting tobacco), 
needs to be clearly spelled out.  While Aboriginal social workers may be more 
comfortable approaching Elders and Knowledge Keepers generally, they may not be from 
the local territories, and for this reason they too may need to be instructed and supporting 
around the local protocols as well.  The process of supporting social workers to offer such 
ceremonies also requires that policies and procedures for offering ceremonies be 
integrated into the structures of supervision and accountability to ensure that they are 
provided.  There was a shift in staffing just after this fieldwork was concluded resulting 
in a change in the family preservation manager.  Unfortunately this last step was not 
completed, and as a result these ceremonies are not currently in use within the family 
preservation program.   
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Conclusion 
Throughout daily practices of indigenization at PACWA, social workers must 
navigate the Association’s dual mandate, the diversity of their urban Aboriginal clients, 
and a fast-paced and crisis driven work environment.  Frontline practice often involves 
relationship building between multiple stakeholders with different opinions and ideas 
about the risk factors alleged, the best interest of a given child (or children), and the most 
appropriate trajectory of service for a particular family through the child welfare system.  
As the child protection case study demonstrated, social workers rarely practice in either 
mainstream or Aboriginal ways.  The complexities of the work mean that daily realities 
more closely approximate and/and rather than either/or.  This means that the same 
worker, such as Sarah, may practice in mainstream and indigenized ways.  While Sarah 
thought of the band as being unorganized and impractical, a common misconception 
inherent in mainstream perspectives, she also prioritized relationship building in ways 
that acknowledged and respected Aboriginal territory and protocol.  Moreover, her 
success in this regard led to her participation in ceremony, yielding knowledge that 
directly contributed to the successes she achieved working with the children, biological 
family and foster parents in an urban setting.      
The discussion of PACWA’s dual mandate elaborated tensions of indigenization 
in the face of the intensive time are practice requirements mandated through the 
delegation enabling agreement.  The daily requirements of compliance with Ministry 
standards and information systems left most workers feeling like there was little time to 
reflect on indigenization, or to incorporate indigenized practice into their daily work.  For 
many staff at PACWA this results in a conceptual division between mainstream and 
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indigenized social work, leading to the perception that culturally grounded practice can 
be inserted when and where time is available throughout the case management process.   
The case study of the development of the welcoming ceremony reveals that 
Aboriginal leaders play a crucial role in daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.  
Despite their contributions, however, the Association is still experiencing challenges in 
creating the space to incorporate indigenized policy and practice for urban Aboriginal 
child welfare into the structures of supervision, evaluation and accountability across the 
Association.  Despite these challenges, indigenization practices at PACWA are leading to 
significant organizational change, as well as contributing to the lives of social workers, 
families, bands, foster parents and others involved in the child welfare system in 
complex, dynamic and meaningful ways.  The next chapters will elaborate these impacts 
through a discussion of the roles of Elders and Knowledge Keepers in indigenization at 
PACWA, and PACWA’s role in reframing urban Aboriginal child welfare in Canada. 
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VII. Elders, Knowledge Keepers and Indigenization at 
PACWA 
Introduction 
As discussed in chapter IV, PACWA has involved Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers in the creation of a number of ceremonies which have been written into the 
Association’s policy, and were in the process of being integrated into structures and 
processes of supervision, evaluation and accountability during this research.  The 
homecoming and reunification ceremony is one that is most widely used, and is offered 
by PACWA when a child or youth who has been removed under section 13 of the Child, 
Family and Community Services Act is returned to their family and/or community.  The 
PACWA service area overlaps with the ancestral territories of five local First Nations: the 
Musqueam; the Squamish; the Tsleil-Wautuuth, the Tsawwassen, and the Hwlitsum 
(currently in phase 2 of the treaty process) (Miller personal communication).  In 
acknowledging the local territories and their protocols, the leadership at PACWA 
involves Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge Keepers from these communities in the 
development of such ceremonies.  
Chief Louis of the Squamish Nation, discussed previously in chapter VI, provides 
much guidance and support to PACWA.  He has worked with PACWA to develop a 
number of ceremonies that have been incorporated into the Associations policy and 
practice, enhancing their mandate in ways that honour the local territory while also 
acknowledging and respecting the diversity of the children and families served by 
PACWA.  PACWA employs a clinical Elder, and also has a relationship with many 
Elders and Knowledge keepers in Vancouver, BC, and elsewhere in Canada.   Frontline 
social workers in all PACWA programs interact with Elders and Knowledge keepers 
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throughout their daily work in a variety of ways.  Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge 
keepers play a central role in processes of urban indigenization both in the context of 
Aboriginal child welfare, and more broadly.  This chapter begins with a discussion of 
data generated at the Provincial Roundtables on Urban Indigenization regarding the roles 
of Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge Keepers in urban indigenization in British 
Columbia.  The chapter then discusses specific examples of the roles Aboriginal Elders 
and Knowledge Keepers have played in historic processes and daily practices of 
indigenization at PACWA.   
Elders, Knowledge Keepers and Urban Indigenization 
The English terms “Elder” and “Knowledge Keeper” are today used quite 
commonly across Canada to describe Aboriginal individuals who have been trained in the 
protocols, cultural practices, spirituality and oral traditions of their unique indigenous 
culture. “Elder,” as one participant in this research was keen to point out, “is an English 
term.  There is no perfect translation is the shequepmec language.  Is the term consistent 
across Aboriginal cultures?”  As with the concept of indigenization, terms such as Elder, 
Knowledge Keeper and chief assume a level of consistency across Aboriginal societies 
and cultures that can be problematic.  Not all Aboriginal cultures in British Columbia, for 
example, had pre-contact equivalents to the chiefs that were imposed through forced 
Aboriginal compliance with the band system of governance.  Research indicates that 
Elders play important roles in indigenization and other forms of urban Aboriginal cultural 
reproduction (Howard and Proulx 2011).  Regardless of whether pre-contact equivalents 
existed, the terms Elders and Knowledge Keeper are now used to designate individuals or 
particular significance within all Aboriginal groups across Canada.   
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It is important to note that the designation of Elder is not simply obtained with the 
coming of age.  As a social worker put it during an interview at PACWA, “there is a 
critical difference between Elders and Olders”- that is to say, one is not simply an Elder 
because they are older.  Elders are people who have apprenticed under Elders and 
Knowledge Keepers in their communities.  They know at least some of their language, 
and are well versed in the oral histories, traditions, protocols, cultural practices and 
spirituality of their people.  Interviews, the Elders Forums series, and other research 
engagements at VACFSS indicate that Knowledge Keepers are sometimes younger 
(though not necessarily so) and often have a more specialized role than an Elder- for 
example, holding the practices and protocols of a specific ceremony such as the sweat 
lodge or sun dance, or maintaining the knowledge of the medicinal plants and foods of 
their territory.   
Elders and Knowledge Keepers are often called upon to ground and guide 
processes of indigenization, and play diverse and critical roles within all stages and 
aspects of the process.  In urban spaces, several tensions arise around the contact, vetting 
and selection of Elders and Knowledge keepers for inclusion in indigenization and other 
organizational processes.  To paraphrase the CEO of PACWA, these individuals are 
traditionally recognized and vetted by their own communities, and carry the knowledge 
through oral transmission and lived experience.  In urban spaces we are often calling 
upon Elders and Knowledge keepers from Aboriginal territories far away.  We may not 
have contacts in those communities, or the networks to confirm that these individuals do 
in fact hold the knowledge that we are seeking, and that they are healthy, well, and able 
and/or authorized to share it in a good way.     
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 We were privileged to have several Elders participate in the Roundtables event 
who had been part of the process of lobbying for and supporting the process of  designing 
and building the First Nations House of Learning (FNHL) at UBC- where the event was 
held.   As one of these Elders noted, “ Elders have had a huge impact here at the First 
Nations House of Learning.  We couldn’t have built it without them: picking the land; 
blessing the land; raising the poles; blessing the longhouse, et cetera.  Through Elders 
such as Similano, Simon Baker, and Vince Stogan, the First Nations House of Learning is 
responsible for a transformation from within the university.”  The FNHL created the first 
sweat lodge ceremonies at UBC, instituted a specialized graduation ceremony for 
Aboriginal students with smudging and other ceremonial elements, and created a space 
for indigenous students, faculty members, community members and local First Nations to 
come together on the campus.  This is one example of the role of Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers in supporting indigenization within a major organization in British Columbia.   
 Bringing Elders and Knowledge Keepers together is critical to successful urban 
indigenization.  Vince Stogan, a Musqueam Elder who played a critical role in the 
emergence of the FNHL, was credited by multiple participants in this research for 
highlighting the necessity to both honour Musqueam territory and protocol and to also 
include aspects of other Aboriginal cultures.  This is a critical feature of urban 
indigenization within any context.  As one participant at the Roundtables asserted:  “It is 
necessary that each Aboriginal organization have a group of Elders, or at least one good 
one, to provide land-based cultural connections based on ancestral teachings.”   
While this grounding in local Aboriginal cultures was echoed by many 
participants, there was also a simultaneous and shared recognition that urban diversity 
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requires flexible inclusion of diverse Aboriginal knowledge, protocol, and ceremony 
within processes of urban indigenization.  One representative working in an Aboriginal 
program within a provincial health authority explained that the impact of Elders on 
families accessing health services within British Columbia is “huge.”  “Organizations, or 
certain people within them,” she noted, “might not always recognize this.”  Despite this, 
she argued, “being able to sit with someone in sacred space- despite the cultural 
differences between First Nations, Inuit and Métis, is a fundamental part of the process of 
supporting people to regain health and balance in life.  Developing protocols for staff to 
teach them how to interact, work with and understand, and make room for Aboriginal 
practices, approaches and legitimacy is one of the central challenges of indigenization in 
urban spaces.” This point was echoes by the CEO of PACWA, who acknowledged that 
“teaching people how to engage with Elders and Knowledge Keepers in a politically 
charged and difficult task.” 
 At the same time that the importance of Elders and Knowledge Keepers is 
recognized, there is also a feeling that communities are losing critical cultural resources 
when these individuals pass on.  “We are losing many of our Elders as they are passing 
on to the spirit world.” One participant notes.  This woman, who works to bring 
Aboriginal healing practices into B.C.’s Children’s and Women’s Hospital, notes that not 
all staff at the hospital have been receptive to including Elders- even when funds are 
raised to support their involvement.  “We also need to do work to prepare Elders for the 
context of the work we are inviting them into” she noted,  “especially with regard to the 
backlash and opposition that they may encounter.  We need to create a cultural safety 
protocol before we even bring them in.”  This sentiment was shared by participants at the 
	   180	  
Roundtables working in education, health services, social work, and government.  While 
many see the clear benefits of involving Elders and Knowledge Keepers in their work, 
established paradigms associated with their respective professional fields often perpetuate 
the notion that Aboriginal knowledge is less evidence-based, valuable and effective that 
dominant forms of knowledge and practice.   
In the case of hospitals, one participant noted, “we have patients who are 
triggered simply by being in an institution and who can’t go home for whatever reason.  
Elders play a huge role in helping these clients and in mediating between them and 
hospital staff.”  These critical supports often go unnoticed by non-Aboriginal 
professionals.  Another representative from a provincial health authority explained that 
they had an Elder on staff for a time.  “Aside from supporting families,” she explained, 
“staff were also able to have clinical support sessions.  This was as transformative for me 
as an employee as it was for our clients.  Despite the positive impacts associated with the 
Elder, she continued, “we struggled with how to communicate the positive impacts and 
benefits of having an Elder to our funders and eventually lost the funding.”  Many of the 
participants as the Roundtables struggled with how to measure and justify the clear 
benefits derived from including Elders and Knowledge Keeper in their work.  
Participants in each of the four Roundtables discussions, as well as numerous 
interviewees and other research activities, pointed to the pervasive tension within 
processes of urban indigenization around choosing particular Elders and/or Knowledge 
Keepers in attempt to address the scope of urban Aboriginal diversity.  This challenge is 
most often seen as twofold: which Elders do we chose, and how do we chose them?  A 
participant representing Native Education College explained that NEC has a member of 
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the Squamish Nation as their cultural coordinator.  “This Allows us to have ceremony 
from the nation where we operate in our longhouse, and we also access other Elders for 
other purposes, such as cleansing the building.  At the same time,” he continued, 
“because I see the next question is about diversity, we also bring in Elders from other 
traditions [and cultures] to serve our diverse students and staff.  But what we haven’t 
done that I’m hearing a lot about today is think about who we go to to get the authentic 
cultural protocol, to go to those specific Knowledge keepers.”  A participant working 
with the Aboriginal Youth Internship Program through the Province picked up on this 
point, and added: “ Requests for Elders are all specific to the situation.  We have all these 
networks, and that’s how we connect with people properly when we travel.”  Whether 
travelling to a community or bringing and Elder or Knowledge Keeper into an urban 
space, participants noted that the process of selection and vetting remains a central 
challenge within processes of indigenization.  In urban spaces, participants asserted that 
this challenge is best addressed through reliance on Aboriginal networks that defy the 
urban/reserve dichotomy, and rely on traditional systems of identifying Aboriginal Elders 
and Knowledge Keepers through the communities from which they come.  
Elders and Knowledge Keepers are also seen as playing a critical role in 
connecting people to land and territory for both context and wellness.  Each First Nation, 
the Inuit and the Métis represent distinct cultures identified by a common language and a 
common relationship to a territory.  Elders and Knowledge Keepers throughout this 
research explained that Aboriginal languages emerged as a product of relationships to 
Aboriginal territories.  The ways of knowing and being enabled and created by these 
languages are also a product of the relationship between Aboriginal peoples and their 
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territories.  As the Squamish Chief who participated in the Roundtables explained, his 
grandfather had taught him that he cannot practice Squamish ceremony and spiritual 
practice in a language that is not Squamish.  In this way the loss of land is tied to the loss 
of control over socialization.  It is important to note that the reserve system constrained if 
not eliminated many of these relationships.   
The contemporary reality is that many Aboriginal peoples do not speak their 
language.  Many who can speak their language (even at a basic level) will often argue the 
Chief’s point (that ceremony and other spiritual practice must be conducted in a 
particular Aboriginal language).  Controversy has emerged however, particularly for 
those who cannot speak their language but still practice the culture and ceremony of their 
people.  One participant from Yale First Nation noted that we must remember historical 
context when considering the importance of language, and shared the following story:   
“Yale First Nation flourished before the 1858 gold rush, but now 
consists of only 2 families” She explained.  “None of us speak our language 
and, after the death of my grandma, my mother is now the oldest community 
member at 66.  My grandparents went to residential school, and later pushed 
their children to succeed within the mainstream system: to speak English 
perfectly, to have great shame about being Aboriginal, and not to be like the 
other Indians.  I am now doing research into our history.  It is a great 
privilege to have your language and I’m going to get there.  Many teachings 
weren’t lost: I can fish, we go up the mountain to pick berries every year, 
we can hunt, and our hunters still give the Elders first pick of what they 
bring back.  My point is that even when our language is gone we are still 
here.  I go home twice a month.”   
 
Picking up on this point, the CEO of PACWA explained, “there is a language 
controversy within and among our ceremonial groups and societies- which still exist.  
There is the notion that language is important for the spirits to come in.  I have heard 
several Elders speak of this.  That has implications for us because we transport our 
ceremonies across the country as prairie people, and we seek permission to practice our 
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sweat lodge and sun dance ceremonies in B.C.  We’ve invited Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers to facilitate ceremonies in particular territories.  The grandfathers (spirits) of 
each territory have protocols in the spirit world.  As human beings we need to be aware 
of them.  Language and land is how we know them.” 
Language remains a challenge within processes of urban indigenization.  Such 
processes often involve ceremonies and other practices that simultaneously acknowledge 
local and foreign Aboriginal territories, and that are attended by diverse peoples- some 
Aboriginal, some settlers, and others of mixed ancestry.  Particularly in a ceremonial 
context, the process of acknowledging the territory, grounding in a connection to land, 
calling in the diverse grandfathers, spirits and ancestors, and communicating in a 
language that all participants understand raises multiple levels of complexity around 
protocols and practice, and raises questions of authenticity. 
 A Knowledge Keeper participating in the Roundtables argued that “the biggest 
breach [in the history of colonization] occurred with the disruption of our relationship to 
land.  The talk around identity often obscures that fact.  Identity will follow but doesn’t 
need to be the centre of the politic.”  Another participants shared, “what is our truth as 
Squamish people?  The Land. The rhythm of the land,” he answered.  Another participant 
shared:  
“The resilience of our Elders has hung onto our language and 
connections.  Our youth are hungry and want to be immersed in their 
culture, and when they don’t get it there is a level of frustrations and 
confusion that shows itself in symptoms of dysfunction such as drugs and 
alcohol.  I’m proficient in my language but not fluent because huge 
portions of our language are not used in daily life today.  I don’t know the 
name for certain buds at a particular time of year which might indicate that 
a particular medicine is ready to pick because I go to the doctor.  I don’t 
know the names for the kinds of flakes made by banging rocks together to 
make tools because I go to home depot (laughs).  That doesn’t mean that 
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we don’t still love the plants and rocks.  The relationship has changed, and 
we have had to incorporate English into our lives and our homes.”   
 
The CEO of PACWA added, “I have been decolonizing my mind for many, many 
years.  Connection to land and control over socialization are two most important things in 
terms of retaining culture.  The most damage occurred when the state took the children 
away from their land and communities.”  Elders and Knowledge Keepers are seen as 
critical sources of language, protocol, ceremony, spirituality and connection to land.  In 
urban centres, organizations such as PACWA rely on both Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers to support processes of decolonization and indigenization.  The sections below 
provides examples of the roles of Elders and Knowledge Keepers in supporting historical 
processes and daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.   
The Homecoming & Reunification Ceremony 
The homecoming and reunification ceremony was developed by PACWA in 
consultation with Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge keepers, and is practiced when 
children are returned to their families after being removed by child protection workers.  
Ernie, a Cree Elder, played a significant role in developing the ceremony and ensuring its 
continued implementation among social workers at PACWA.  When a social worker is in 
the stages of preparing to return a child to their family they are required to offer a 
homecoming and reunification ceremony to the family.  This often happens as a 
conversation with the parents and/or extended family.  The ceremonies are variable in 
that the general philosophy and structure is maintained, but the particulars are congruent 
with the culture of the family who is receiving the ceremony.  The policy PACWA has 
developed lays out a framework to guide social workers throughout the process of 
explaining the purpose and proceedings of the ceremony to families and, if they decide to 
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have a homecoming, making contacts with Elders and/or Knowledge Keepers in the 
particular community in question, and managing the logistics of organization, travel and 
implementation. 
Shortly after the beginning of this research Ernie announced his retirement from 
PACWA.  This prompted the Association to finalize written policy and procedures for 
initiating, organizing and implementing homecoming ceremonies.  PACWA then offered 
a number of half-day training sessions in which Ernie and Sandy, a Gitxsan Elder who 
had also supported the process of developing the ceremony, went through the policy and 
procedures for the ceremony with workers.  I had the opportunity to attend one of these 
sessions.   
Ernie explained that the homecoming and reunification ceremony is ancient.  “It 
has been adapted to serve PACWA’s purpose of honoring the return of children in care to 
their families and communities.  Previously the ceremony was given for warriors when 
they returned to battle.   It was also done for children when they returned home from 
residential schools.”  The policy provides a flexible framework to guide social workers 
through the process of working with interested families to locate Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers in their communities (if they don’t know any), and to liaise with them to develop 
a ceremony to celebrate the return of the children and honour the achievements of the 
family in getting to a place where they could receive their children back again. 
Thirteen of the 53 interviews conducted during this research were with child 
protection social workers.  All thirteen of these social workers spoke about homecomings 
as the one of the most impactful and transformative experiences they have participated in 
at PACWA.  Tina, one of the interviewees who discussed her participation in these 
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ceremonies, explained that they were highly emotional and transformative.  “Everyone 
attending,” she explained, “has an understanding of where the families came from and 
how far they have come at the time of the ceremony.  These ceremonies acknowledge the 
difficulty behind it all, and provide an opportunity to reflect on what happened, why it 
happened, and how the family has grown to come back together again.”   
   Ernie explained that the ceremonies originated from internal observations of a 
pattern of social workers returning children to families caught in cycles.  In many cases 
the children would come back into care before too long.  Ernie consulted his mother, and 
was advised that developing a ceremony to mark the significance of what the family had 
achieved in getting back their children might support them to break the cycle.  The 
purpose of homecoming is to celebrate the return and honour the achievement of the 
family in accomplishing what was needed to have their child (or children) returned.  
While there is flexibility in how these ceremonies are held, Ernie explained that 
typical process involves a social worker identifying a potential family to receive a 
ceremony, and then requesting approval from their supervisor.  Once approved, they can 
begin to work with Elders internally at PACWA, alongside the family, to determine if a 
ceremony will be held.  He foregrounded the importance of identifying the family’s 
community to “give us an idea of what cultural group they come from.”  Internal Elders 
and social work then work together, and the Elder may do some research on the particular 
culture of the family if needed.   
Sandy acknowledged that, for various reasons, families may not want to have a 
ceremony.  It should be offered to them, and the process should be explained regardless- 
as they may not be aware of exactly what is being offered.  Ernie explained that “our 
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families have common threads, and one of them is respect for Elders, so it is easier if an 
Elder offers the ceremony, explains what the ceremony is, and talks them through the 
process.”  When a family does agree to have a ceremony, it is important to ask them what 
they want included.  It is their ceremony.  Some families, he explained, will design it 
almost completely themselves (he offered an example of a family from Bella Coola who 
brought down their own drummers and other ceremonial personnel, and all PACWA had 
to do was assist with coordination), while others may know very little about their culture 
and may opt out of the ceremony or agree to it, but need PACWA to do all the work. 
During the training, Ernie and Sandy also focused on supporting the staff to be 
comfortable working with Aboriginal medicines (in this case sweet grass, tobacco, cedar 
and sage) and to know the protocols around working with them.  Though there are many 
uses of these medicines, his discussion focused on offering tobacco to Elders and 
Knowledge Keepers when approaching them to be involved in the ceremony, the use of 
sage and sweet grass in smudging ceremonies which often take place during these 
ceremonies, and the use of cedar boughs in cleaning ceremonies (used in place of 
smudging by many Coast Salish and Island First Nations.  Supporting social workers to 
be more comfortable participating in common ceremonies such as smudging, brushing off 
with cedar, and offering tobacco, and to understand the significance of these ceremonial 
uses, supports their participation in processes of indigenization across PACWA.   
After Ernie left PACWA the number of homecomings provided by social workers 
fell dramatically.  Part of this had to do with the fact that PACWA did not have funds to 
support the hire of an Elder to specifically support this process.  Ernie had been doing 
this work off the side of his desk as a social worker.  Despite the training, the majority of 
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staff at child protection seemed unwilling or unable to provide these ceremonies without 
his facilitation and guidance.  An inherent tension within processes of urban 
indigenization is to develop practices that can be sustained throughout changes in 
personnel and partnerships central to their success.  Part of this challenge has to do with 
supervision and accountability.  This is another example of how the future work of 
indigenization at PACWA will required the development of structures and processes of 
supervision, evaluation and accountability that address the Association’s dual mandate 
entirely- rather than emphasizing provincial legislation and practice standards over 
indigenized practices such as homecoming ceremonies.   
The Honouring the Journey of Our Youth Ceremony 
Chief Louis designed the honouring the journey of our youth ceremony, which 
PACWA holds on an annual basis to recognize the youth who have “aged out9” of foster 
care.  As the manager of the guardianship program explained, this has been identified as 
one to the most vulnerable transitions, and youth no longer have accesses to supports and 
services provided by the Ministry or a delegated agency.  Similarly, foster parents or out 
of care caregivers such as extended family members no longer receive resources to 
support these young adults.  Local Aboriginal leaders such as Louis play a central role in 
addressing the gaps in services that exist in supporting this transition in ways that draw 
from ancestral Aboriginal teachings to connect these youth to the urban Aboriginal 
community for support and guidance in their transition towards independent living.  This 
example will describe the various ceremonial personnel and stages involved in this 
ceremony.  I attended this ceremony one during pre-dissertation research, and a second 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  The transition into legal adulthood and out of the child and family services system (and often out of foster 
care) is traditionally referred to as “aging out.”  	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time during the primary data generation phase of this research.  This case draws from 
participant observation in this ceremony, as well as interviews with chief Louis and other 
participants about the design and impact of these ceremonies. 
CEREMONIAL PERSONNEL 
Chief Louis acts as the core speaker (also referred to as the emcee) for the 
Honouring the Journey of the Youth ceremony on an annual basis.  Traditionally among 
the Coast Salish, he explained, the core speaker is usually male.  “The core speaker’s 
head covered with a ceremonial headband so that he can think clearly.  He must also have 
a blanket across his chest, wrapped diagonally and covering his heart, so that he may 
speak from his heart.  These coverings plant the feet of the speaker and protect him 
through the process of leading the ceremony.”  The floor manager, or lead helper, is 
traditionally female.  This person has the program (either on a sheet of paper, or ideally 
memorized- as was traditionally the case), and keeps things organized and moving as 
intended.  In a contemporary context, the floor manager usually has plastic bags or 
cardboard boxes labeled with masking tape and jiffy marker that designate the blankets 
and other items for use throughout various stages of the ceremony, and passes them off to 
personnel as required.  Chief Louis, Ernie and other Elders participating in this research 
emphasized the importance of balance in ceremony.  In the case of honouring the 
journey, Louis explained, “the core speaker and floor manager work together as a team so 
that the ceremony is facilitated by both male and female energies and spirit.”  There are a 
number of female Elders at PACWA who take on the role of floor manager during this 
ceremony, sometimes individually, and sometimes as a group.  During the two 
ceremonies I attended, this role was taken on by the clinical Elder at PACWA, a 
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Squamish Elder, along with the Cultural Coordinator, who is from a First Nation in 
northern B.C. 
The ceremony did not have a youth shadow or ushers when I attended, but tin the 
year following this research PACWA incorporated members of its Youth Advisory 
Committee (composed of youth in foster care, along with some youth who have “aged 
out”) into this role.  The youth shadow is a young person who stands with the core 
speaker and works to “find their voice through mentorship,” the chief explained.  This is 
part of the Coast Salish practice of passing along stewardship.  Ushers are traditionally 
young men who would be armed and blanketed.  They support the door to make it a safe 
place, serving both hospitality and protection.  No one under the influence of alcohol or 
drugs, for example, should be let in. 
Calling witnesses is also part of the Coast Salish ceremonial and oral tradition, 
and is indeed a broader feature of the Northwest Coast and the Aboriginal world beyond.  
As chief Louis explained, there should be a minimum of four witnesses.  The 
contemporary practice of calling witnesses involves handing out quarters to signify who 
has been selected as a formal witness.  These witnesses stand up after the proceedings are 
complete, just prior to the closing and feast, to share what they have witnessed and affirm 
their commitment to make others aware (traditionally through oral transmission). All 
ceremonial personnel and participants are recognized and thanked by means of giveaway.  
This gifting is primarily in the form of money today, though blankets and other items are 
also gifted along with money. 
THE CEREMONIAL PROCESS 
Blankets and blanketing are central features of Coast Salish ceremony.  As Chief 
Louis explained, Among the Coast Salish, a person is blanketed throughout their life to 
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mark significant transitions, to mark the passing of these transitions, and to mark such 
transitions with cleansing, choice, and the sacred.  When a Coast Salish person is first 
born they are wrapped in a blanket and told that they are sacred.  They are blanketed 
again in their adolescence and acknowledged and recognized as still sacred.  They are 
also blanketed when they are married, if they become an Elder, and when the die.  
Incorporating such rites of passage into social work practice has been a central success 
within PACWA’s process of indigenization. 
The youth honoured in this ceremony are prepared for the upcoming transition by 
being blanketed.  The core speaker and floor manager drape blankets over their shoulders 
and pin them in the front.  This is like regalia, the chief explained, but is different from 
the speakers’ arrangement.  Helpers lay blankets down on the floor where the youth will 
be honoured.  Traditionally, four blankets are laid on top of each other, but it is also 
possible to overlap two or three blankets (depending on how many blankets the Agency 
has available, or how many they have the budget to purchase).  The blankets symbolize 
purity- a new snow fall- and our ancient connections to each other, Louis explained.  
Squamish oral history records that this tradition is derived from the last ice age, when 
blankets were essential.  The purity provided by the blankets facilitates new beginnings 
and provides the element of choice of transformation.  Chief Louis also noted that the 
amount of explanation provided regarding blankets and blanketing depends on how far 
along participants are in their journey. 
The core speaker and the youth honoured all wear headbands.  From a Coast 
Salish perspective, the headband supports clarity of thought and brings focus.  Eyes are 
considered very sacred and are often covered in ceremony.  In some cases a bough of 
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cedar is attached to the headband so that it hangs down in front of the face and covers the 
eyes.  When it is removed, you are then provided with a new choice of how to see things.    
In this ceremony those being recognized (the youth aging out of foster care) are drummed 
into the ceremonial space, walked around the floor in a full clockwise circle, and stood on 
the blankets mentioned above.  The drumming in represents the spirit coming into the 
physical.  The drumbeat represents the heartbeat of all creation.  Walking them around 
represents their journey of life, and brings them to the center of creation. 
Cleansing is another requisite component of the Coast Salish ceremonial pattern.  
The Coast Salish traditionally use cedar boughs for cleansing.  The strength of the cedar’s 
intertwined roots represents the strength of intertwined/interconnected family, chief Louis 
explained.  The bows of the cedar can bend in the wind, and reach for the sky, 
representing human flexibility and potential for the sacred.  The brush-off with cedar 
bows is like smudging.  The brush off reminds us to be cognizant of the ways we think 
and speak (and of the power of thought and language). 
After the cleansing, the witnesses are asked to come forward and speak to the 
youth being honoured while they are still standing on the blankets, and to the other 
participants at the ceremony.  Giveaway is also a common feature of Coast Salish 
ceremony.  In the context of this ceremony, the honoured youth then have their 
headbands and blankets removed by the witnesses, and must give them away to people of 
their choice.  They are thus transformed as they simultaneously build new relationships 
with the people they have received from and gifted to.  Those who receive a headband or 
blanket from an individual now have the social obligation to call them out when they 
stray from the path of the commitment they have made during the ceremony.  After the 
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giveaway of the headbands and blankets, the blankets on the floor are folded.  The youth 
then collect the blankets and distributes them.  Then there is a small give away to all 
participants: a paddle necklace, an apple, et cetera.  You then call out all helpers 
(including the cooks) and gift/pay them in front of the witnesses.  The ceremony then 
comes to an end with a feast.  Elders eat first, and the youth ushers assist in serving the 
Elders. 
FLEXIBILITY & DIVERSITY 
The ceremonial pattern above provides a general protocol that can be applied to 
various contemporary institutions and settings.  This protocol both acknowledges and 
respects the local First Nations that have unceded territories in the Lower Mainland, and 
also provides the opportunity for the flexible inclusion of protocols and cultural practices 
of diverse aboriginal peoples who may be participating or being honoured.  These 
flexible opportunities, as explained by chief Louis, occur at particular junctures within 
the ceremonial pattern: 
1. The Cleansing 
The method of cleansing is flexible: While the local First Nations use cedar 
boughs for cleansing, the ceremony could also make use of smudging, eagle 
down or other Aboriginal cleansing ceremonies that the youth and families might 
be more comfortable with. 
2. The Drum In Song 
The song sung while those honoured are being drummed in is also flexible.  If 
this was being performed by an extended family member of one of the youth 
honoured, for example, they may select a song from outside of the local First 
Nations’ territories. 
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3. The Circle’s Direction 
While this is less flexible than the other three points, it would also be possible to 
have those honoured walk in and circle in a counter clockwise direction.  The 
Coast Salish prefer the clockwise direction, however, and chief Louis noted that 
it is this direction that the spirits will recognize.  “Those being recognized in 
these ceremonies walk full circle, acknowledging all of creation and all 
ancestors- those from the local territories and elsewhere.  The use of local 
protocols is important because they have emerged within the particular rhythms 
of this place- and within the rhythms of this place they acknowledge all 
creation.” 
4. The Giveaway 
The giveaway is also flexible, apart from the blankets and headbands.  This 
element of the ceremony may be influenced both by who is participating, and 
what resources are available to purchase items for giveaway. 
This ceremony demonstrates how you can simultaneously honour the local 
territories and protocols, while also making rooms for the flexible inclusion of protocols 
and other cultural elements from diverse foreign Aboriginal cultures.  It also 
demonstrates that the inclusion of non-Aboriginal technologies, practices and knowledge 
systems (such as quarters used in witnessing, or particular items used in giveaway) does 
not necessarily threaten the authenticity of Aboriginal practice or indigenization. 
PACWA’s Staff Culture Camp 
PACWA provides staff with the opportunity to attend a cultural camp during the 
summer on an annual basis.  The camp is 3 nights, happens outside of Vancouver on one 
of the Gulf Islands, and accepts 25-30 staff annually.  This provides staff at PACWA 
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with the opportunity to spend an extended period with Aboriginal Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers, alongside their colleagues.  I attended the 2011 PACWA culture camp as part of 
this research.  A number of Elders and Knowledge Keepers gave presentations, hosted 
talking circles, and provided staff with the opportunity to participate in ceremony.   
Aboriginal cultures in British Columbia, as well as Aboriginal/Indigenous 
cultures elsewhere in Canada and the United States, are commonly sited for teaching and 
learning by doing (Brody 2000; Nadasdy 2003).  Teaching by doing is the pedagogical 
style of many of the Aboriginal cultures with whom PACWA works, along with the 
majority of Elders and Knowledge Keepers that interact with staff and clients at 
PACWA.  Culture camp provides a rare opportunity for staff at PACWA to participate in 
ceremony and learn while doing, while simultaneously having the process and the 
rationale behind it explained to them.  This process is invaluable particularly to staff from 
non-Aboriginal backgrounds who have different cultural styles of teaching and learning.    
Henry, and Elder from a Coast Salish nation led a sweat lodge ceremony at the 
culture camp I attended.  Two staff and myself were asked to help him construct the 
lodge prior to the ceremony, while the rest of the staff were participating in a presentation 
on culture given by one of the managers at PACWA.  The process of building this lodge 
and participating in the ceremony was much different than that of the doctoring sweat 
lodge ceremony after the Cree Elders forum discussed in the next section.  Henry 
intentionally made this ceremony loose in protocol and gentle in the interest of providing 
social workers with a positive experience for their first sweat (though a few had attended 
a sweat ceremony before).  Henry also allowed photography, field jottings, and 
participation was co-ed, though men sat in one side of the circle and women on the other.   
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 Sweat lodges are dome-like structures that are built using a framework of young 
willow trees.  The trees are harvest and the branches cut off to produce long flexible 
poles.  One end of the pole is firmly inserted into a hole in the ground, and it is then bent 
into the shape of a “u,” and the other end in inserted into another hole.  A variable 
number of willows are crisscrossed to form the structure of the lodge.  Additional 
willows are then woven through the framework in a perpendicular direction, and tied to 
the initial framework using strips of ceremonial cloth.  The grid that is produced is then 
covered with cedar boughs and then blankets.  Though lodges vary in their size, 
construction and features, the one built at the cultural camp had one door and stood about 
5 feet high.  Inside there is a pit in the centre.  Cedar boughs are spread around the pit 
where people sit in a circle inside.  Once constructed and covered, the sweat lodge 
intentionally resembles the stomach of a pregnant woman lying on her back, and the 
ceremony is representative of returning to the womb of creation.  Outside the lodge a 
large fire in built in preparation for the ceremony.  A particular number of rocks are 
placed in the fire and allowed to heat.  While there is some variation, this sweat used 7 
rocks in each of 4 ceremonial rounds, for a total of 28 rocks.  This sweat lodge ceremony 
had four rounds.  At the beginning of each round all participants get into the lodge.  To 
begin the round the Elder or Knowledge Keeper running the sweat (the sweat-keeper) 
will call to the fire keeper for rocks.  Using a pitch fork, or deer antlers, the fire keeper 
will bring in the designated number of rocks- one at a time- and place them in the pit in 
the centre of the lodge.  The sweat-keeper will then call for the door to be closed.  Inside 
the sweat-keeper has a bucket of water with a cedar bough.  The bough is used to take 
water from the bucket and splash it on the rocks, producing steam and heating the lodge.  
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Each round within the lodge has a particular purpose.  In the case of this ceremony, there 
was one introductory round, one round to honour the women (and female side of 
creation), one round to honour the men (and male side of creation), and one round to 
honour the children and families served by PACWA.  Each round opened with a song 
before people went around in a circle and spoke, and then closed with a song.  Subject 
matter shared in the lodge, as well as anything witnessed in the lodge cannot be written 
about.  What can be shared is the transformative impact of the ceremony for social 
workers at PACWA.   
 The opportunity for staff to construct and or participate in the sweat lodge 
ceremony, and to have the protocols and the meaning behind them explained, was the 
most commonly cited benefit of participation.  Throughout the ceremony, and the 
remainder of the day, social workers elaborated the ways in which this type of experience 
supported their work.  Being aware of the specifics of such ceremonies provides them 
with the understanding necessary to offer such ceremonies to their clients.  
Understanding the protocols and use of medicines, several noted, provides them with the 
confidence and knowledge necessary to approach Elders and Knowledge Keepers to ask 
for such ceremonies for the families with whom they work.  The experience of 
participating in a sweat also imparts the significant of such ceremonies, and leads to 
social worker prioritizing such services for Aboriginal peoples in place of the Euro-North 
American interventions that may have selected previously instead.  
Elaine, a Knowledge Keeper form the Williams Lake area, also provided staff 
with an opportunity to participate in a circle where she explained the practice and 
ceremony of smudging.  Staff were subsequently invited to participate in a smudging 
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ceremony.  Smudging is commonplace at PACWA, but many of the staff who attended 
the camp that year had never had the practice and its significance explained to them.  
Smudging involves the use of sage, sweet grass (and sometimes other medicinal plants) 
which are burned (usually in an abalone shell) to produce a cleansing and aromatic 
smoke.  This smoke is then wafted over individuals using and eagle feather- aided by the 
hands of the individual smudging.  Ceremonies and other important events at PACWA 
often open with everyone standing in a circle and having a smudge.  The ceremony is 
meant to cleanse and ground people for whatever work they are about to do.  As Elaine 
explained, it is common practice to wash ones eyes, ears, mouth and heart with the smoke 
to support the, seeing, hearing, speaking and feeling in a good way.   
The PACWA culture camp illustrates the importance of experiential learning in 
supporting processes and practices of indigenization.  Participants in the culture camp 
reported that learning about the reasoning behind sweat lodes and smudging, and other 
practices discussed at the culture camp, directly supported them in incorporating these 
ceremonies into their daily practice.   
The PACWA Elders Forum Series 
In 2011 PACWA began an Elders Forum series with the intention of bringing 
Elders and knowledge keepers from the 30 distinct Aboriginal cultural served by the 
Association to speak with staff about practicing with children and families from their 
communities.  These forums were half-day events hosted at a cultural centre in 
Vancouver that brought 3 or 4 Elders and/or knowledge keepers from a particular First 
Nation or other Aboriginal culture.  Over the course of the 2011 calendar year, PACWA 
hosted four Elders Forums focusing on the Musqueam, Lakota/Sioux, Cree and Sto:lo 
cultures.  I attended each one of these forums.   The Elders and knowledge keepers were 
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each provided with a list of questions prior to the forum.  These questions were generated 
by the leadership at PACWA and were consistent across the four forums.  The questions 
provided are included below:  
 
 
Spiritual Grounding  How can PACWA identify practicing Knowledge Keepers to 
help guide its work? 
 
Elders Involvement  How can we meaningfully engage Knowledge Keepers (who are 
available in the city) in the lives of each child and their family? 
[referring to PACWA clients] 
 
Sacred Roles   How can we develop and support cultural role models and 
cultural helpers among our diverse staff? 
 
Education/Unity  Which aspects of customary law and cultural protocols should be 
addressed within staff training?  
 
 
Connecting to Land  How can PACWA open a pathway for each child to connect 
spiritually to the land within the urban landscape where they 
live? (while honouring the child’s own Ancestors and ancestral 
lands) 
 
Core Teachings   What are the essential teachings to instill in every child, during 
their sacred journey of childhood: to nourish their heart and 
spirit, to develop an understanding of sacred knowledge and to 
prepare them for a spiritual way of life? 
 
Staff Circle Coming from diverse backgrounds, how do we approach each 
other in a respectful way to share and receive sacred teachings?   
 
Each forum had 30-60 participants who sat with the invited Elders and 
Knowledge Keepers in a large circle.  Each forum began with an acknowledgement of the 
territory and opening prayer, followed by an explanation of the event by senior leadership 
at PACWA (usually the CEO).  After this introduction, people went around the circle and 
introduced themselves before each invited Elders and Knowledge Keeper spoke on the 
questions above.  After this, staff were encouraged to ask questions and provide 
comments and feedback, and there was a general discussion among the circle.  PACWA 
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allowed me to audio record the proceedings of these Elders forums as part of this 
research.   
While the homecoming and reunification and honouring the journey of our youth 
ceremonies discussed above emphasize the use on ancestral ceremonies adapted to 
include foreign Aboriginal protocols and cultural practices, the Elders forums focused on 
specific cultural practices, perspectives and histories of specific Aboriginal cultures.  
Like the sweat lodge and smudge ceremonies conducted during the cultural camp, much 
of the discussion involved an exploration of diversity within these cultures.  So while the 
Cree traditionally have sweat lodge ceremonies, the Elder at the Cree forum explained, 
all Cree do not conduct their ceremonies in exactly the same way.   
Within the broader context of other processes and events supported by Elders and 
Knowledge Keepers at PACWA, the Elders Forums helped to communicate the 
importance of recognizing both the diversity between Aboriginal cultures and the 
diversities within them to social workers.  This was particularly evident in interviews 
with staff who attended both the culture camp and the Cree Elders Forum.  Following the 
Cree forum staff were invited to attend a 2-day Cree doctoring sweat.  This ceremony 
was conducted in a remote area near Chilliwack, B.C.  During the first day of the 
ceremony the group convened (myself included) to hear about the particular practice of 
doctoring sweats, and to build the lodge.  By contrast to the lodge we build at the cultural 
camp, the Cree sweat-keeper had extremely detailed instructions for how to build his 
lodge.  It took us some time to find the proper willow trees to use, and the process and 
design was very specific.  We began by etching out a particular geometric design with 
symbolic, spiritual and ceremonial significance.  While I do not have permission to 
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document the particulars of the practice, I can share that the particular tradition of 
doctoring sweats is distinct from the type of generalized sweat lodge ceremony we 
participated in during the cultural camp.  Photography and field jottings were not 
permitted, and I was also asked not to share specifics of the construction of the lodge, or 
discuss any of the ceremonial proceedings that occurred within the lodge.  What I can 
share is that staff, and particularly those who participated in both sweat ceremonies, learn 
a great deal about the diversity within and between Aboriginal cultures through 
participation in ceremonies and events with Elders and Knowledge Keepers at PACWA.  
Conclusion 
The homecoming and reunification, and honouring the journey of our youth 
ceremonies, as well as the staff culture camp and Elders Forum series, provide diverse 
examples of the roles that Aboriginal leaders, Elders and Knowledge Keepers play in 
historic processes and daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.  For staff at PACWA, 
these experiences directly play into the way the practice with there clients.  While it may 
seem obvious, social workers at PACWA cannot offer ceremony and other cultural 
practices to their clients that they are not aware of.  Learning about particular ceremonies, 
and the diverse ways in which they are conducted, provides social workers with the 
knowledge, confidence and interest to engage these topics with their clients.  As several 
social workers reported, the knowledge and experiential base they develop through 
interactions with Elders and Knowledge Keepers is often critical in the relationships they 
develop with the families they serve.  While many families do not know a great deal 
about the particular practices of healing and ceremony within their cultures, confident 
and interested social workers often do best at starting an inquisitive conversation, and 
exploring possibilities for indigenized practices rooted in particular cultural traditions to 
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support the trajectories of the specific families they work with through the child welfare 
system.  For many social worker across PACWA, this process leads to the development 
of a respect for Aboriginal practices and approaches, and well as a recognition of the 
validity and legitimacy of these approaches, and their impact and effectiveness for 
Aboriginal families.  Together this leads to a greater understanding of and appreciation 
for historical processes and daily practices of indigenization at PACWA.  This leads to 
staff making a conscious effort to incorporate indigenized practice into their work, rather 
that tacking it on to their case management process through beads and feathers 
approaches.       
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VIII. Conclusion: Reframing Urban Aboriginal Child 
Welfare 
Indigenization at PACWA is making significant differences in the lives of 
children and families involved in Aboriginal child welfare and Aboriginal families 
continue to have their children removed at alarming rates most often because they are 
living in the aftermath of colonization, amidst contemporary conditions that continue to 
marginalize Aboriginal peoples: and/and.  The most relevant finding here is that statistics 
that reveal the unwavering overrepresentation of Aboriginal children in the child welfare 
system do not necessarily speak to the ineffectiveness of indigenized practices and 
approaches.  To the contrary, this research demonstrates that Indigenization is a process 
that can and is being achieved within the context of child welfare in British Columbia 
today with great benefit to those involved.   
Through the realization of PACWA’s dual mandate, and with critical support 
from Aboriginal Elders, Knowledge Keepers and leaders (such as local chiefs), historical 
processes and daily practices of indigenization impact not only the children and family 
served by PACWA, but also social workers and other staff, foster parents, community 
partners, and other connected to the Aboriginal child welfare system.  Within the 
diversity and complexity of the urban setting, indigenization at PACWA challenges each 
of these groups to engage in a contact process of critically engaging the diversity that 
exists within and between Aboriginal cultures, and well as new forms of Aboriginal 
cultural production that are emerging through the indigenization of urban Aboriginal 
child welfare- such as the ceremonies PACWA has developed and incorporated into their 
practice.  
As the PACWA CEO asserts:  
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“Indigenization must demonstrate our commitment to situating our 
policy, practice and dilemmas within the context of Aboriginal worldview, 
customs and protocols.  Its not about incorporating cultural customs at the 
end of a case management process, or reserving the beginning of the process 
for an Elder’s prayer, but about reframing our entire approach to child 
welfare within our own worldview and lived experience… Indigenizing 
child welfare practice requires a comprehensive review of the current 
outcomes for children and families utilizing quantitative and qualitative 
research based on our data and our own processes.  We must be prepared to 
restructure programs, to reframe policy, and to redefine practice that targets 
the patterns that keep individuals and families stuck [in the system]” 
 
In this regard, indigenization is recognized as a process connected to Aboriginal 
sovereignty, self-government, identity and mainstream-Aboriginal relations.  As this 
research demonstrates, indigenization within the context of urban Aboriginal child 
welfare is grounded in the recognition that there is value in and legitimacy to Aboriginal 
worldviews, customs and protocols, and that they are relevant in the urban context.  This 
recognition is derived from the understanding that Aboriginal peoples developed their 
laws, societies and cultures based on the accumulated wisdom informed by land, spirit 
and lived experience.  “Aboriginal worldview,” as one Knowledge Keeper shared, “is 
how we understand the big picture of our existence, customs are processes that we 
ritualize and practice at specific times, and protocols are the teachings and principles 
inherent in these teachings that inform the way we walk in this world.” 
Spirituality was also cited as a fundamental aspect of indigenization.  One 
participant explained, “We also need to look at the spirituality aspects of our connection 
to the land, with family, community, the creator.  Western perspectives have de-
spiritualized every aspect of our lives so that we can’t access these places.  Indigenization 
requires recognizing these connections and making space for them.”   This research 
demonstrates that aspects of ceremony and other spiritual practices are compatible with 
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any case management process- as evidenced through PACWA’s indigenization of 
practice through the creation and incorporation of ceremonies such as the honouring the 
journey of our youth ceremony.  
Indigenization requires social workers to consider the long-term implications of 
legislative interventions in the lives of Aboriginal children and families. Indigenization 
and learning cultural protocols often requires being uncomfortable- and learning by 
participating in ceremony and dialogue.  As this research demonstrates, cultural safety is 
an important part of the daily work at PACWA, as people can get very sensitive about 
indigenization, protocol and cultural practice.  “If you don’t know the protocols you can 
get yourself in trouble quickly” one participant shared.  Supporting people to move from 
hesitancy to having confidence in accessing the cultural resources and relationships 
cultivated at PACWA has been a central success of practices of indigenization within the 
Association.  All the ceremonies, songs, and protocols used at PACWA, for example, 
were transferred to the Association by Elders and Knowledge Keepers who also provided 
hands on opportunities to support social works in gaining confidence and comfortability 
in participating and taking ownership within ongoing processes of indigenization at 
PACWA.  
This research also reveals that indigenization at PACWA is also a process that is 
making significant impacts in the lives of diverse and multiple stakeholders involved in 
urban Aboriginal child welfare, while simultaneously being challenged by the structural 
inequalities and political eddies that continue to marginalize urban Aboriginal peoples.  
Indigenous Child welfare practice is focused on the child.  The parents’ path comes into 
place through this focus, as does the path of foster parents through the paradigm of 
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inclusive fostering.  Indigenized practices at PACWA recognize that Aboriginal children 
have a right to be connected to their culture throughout their trajectory of service in child 
welfare.  This ultimately involves, empowers and impacts not only the children, but also 
their families, social workers and foster parents as well.  Daily practice at PACWA is 
shaped by the external context of British Columbia’s delegation model, PACWA’s 
internal processes for decolonization and indigenization, the urban Aboriginal diversity 
of Vancouver, and the dynamic diversity of PACWA staff, foster parents, and community 
partners.  Within this shifting complexity, staff at PACWA manage high caseloads, a 
crisis driven culture of the workplace, and difficult and sometimes life-or-death 
decisions.   
British Columbia’s delegation model represents a relatively new form of 
Aboriginal-state relations in British Columbia.  Despite the newness of this arrangement, 
the process maintains many features that harken back to Canada’s colonial past.  As with 
the reserve and band systems, delegation in British Columbia provides Aboriginal 
communities with false sovereignty in the sense that their decision making power and 
innovation is limited to particular spaces, and must be conducted with tools and practices 
approved by the state.  This creates internal challenges for indigenization efforts at 
Aboriginal organizations such as PACWA individually.  The funding structure of the 
delegation model also promotes a climate of competition for funding rather than 
promoting collaboration, learning and innovation towards the best interest of Aboriginal 
children in British Columbia.    
Furthermore, Aboriginal people, perspectives and worldviews continue to be 
pathologized and discriminated against.  While various levels of the Canadian 
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government continue to apologize for the nation’s colonial history, and systematic 
practices of genocide (such as residential schooling), there is a maintained reluctance to 
relinquish the power and sovereignty necessary to change the fundamental relationship of 
Aboriginal-state relations.  This research demonstrates that successful indigenization 
practice, at the level of large organizations such as PACWA, requires that various levels 
of Canadian government view them as true partners in a project of decolonization and 
indigenization.  This requires a recognition and honouring of history and diversity 
validated by means of mutual respect and sharing power.   
“As a child welfare agency,” the PACWA CEO explained, “we have the 
responsibility to define cultural rights within the context of customary law.  We’ve 
developed protocols to define this, and the next step is to spell out this process within the 
context of our legislative requirements to enable social workers to do the work in 
indigenized ways.”  As this research has identified, a critical challenge in this next step 
with be finding space within the already exhaustive legislative and practice standards of 
he province to develop structures of supervision and evaluation that hold social workers 
and other staff at PACWA accountable to indigenized practice.  
In closing, this research demonstrates that within the context of urban 
indigenization, the either/or thinking of mainstream Canadian settler society meetings the 
and/and perspective of diverse Aboriginal cultures.  Within the complexity of 
contemporary urban Aboriginal populations in Canada, many of the traditional 
dichotomies framing the study, conceptualization and representation of indigenous 
peoples are revealed as false dichotomies.  Indigenization represents a contemporary 
form of Aboriginal cultural production that is being achieved in ways that transcend these 
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dichotomies, requiring new orienting concepts and principles to make sense of Aboriginal 
peoples.  The and/and perspective shared by Aboriginal Elders, Knowledge Keepers and 
others in this research provides a conceptual tool to reconcile these dichotomies.  In cities 
across Canada Aboriginal peoples are Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, traditional and 
modern, urban and tied to reserve communities, and traditional and modern.  When we 
recognize that the dichotomies positioning these dyads as oppositional are false, they no 
pose valid concerns regarding the validity, legitimacy or authenticity of contemporary 
practices of indigenization in urban spaces.  This deconstruction of these dichotomies 
also reveals new possibilities for conceptualizing indigenization within the context of 
urban Aboriginal child welfare.  While provincial legislation and standards continue to 
constrain the work in many ways, there is still room to move beyond beads and feather 
approaches towards the indigenization of the case management process specifically, and 
child welfare practice more generally.  This research was conducted towards the end of 
PACWA’s transition in assuming full delegation and the child protection program.  It 
captures the initial stage of one of the largest Aboriginal NGO’s in Canada taking full 
responsibility and mandate over the work of a provincial ministry.  This findings 
produced here lay the groundwork for much research to follow in an exciting new context 
on indigenizing arenas traditionally dominated by the government in ways that respect 
the diversity, sovereignty, self government and identity-development of contemporary 
Aboriginal peoples.    






	   209	  
References	  
 
Adams, John W. 
1981 Recent Ethnology of the Northwest Coast. Annual Review of Anthropology 
10:361-92. 
 
Andersen, Chris and Claude Denis 
2003 “Urban Natives and the Nation: Before and after the Royal Commission on 




1995 Comparing the policy of Aboriginal assimilation: Australia, Canada and New 
Zealand. Vancouver: UBC Press. 
 
1993 Family and Child Welfare in First Nations Communities. In B.Wharf (Ed.) (Ed.), 
Rethinking Child Welfare (pp. 131-171). Toronto, ON: McClelland & Stewart. 
 
Assembly of First Nations  
2007 Leadership action plan on First Nations child welfare. Ottawa: Assembly of First 
Nations. Assembly of First Nations, (1993).  Reclaiming Our Nationhood; 
Strengthening Our Heritage: Report to the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples. Ottawa: Assembly of First Nations. 
 
Assembly of First Nations  
    2010 History of Indian Residential Schools. Ottawa: Canada. 
 
Alatas, Syed Farid  
2005 Indigenization: Features and Problems In Asian Anthropology Jan Van 
Bremen, Eyal Ben-Ari, Syed Farid Alatas (eds). Routledge. 
 
Alatas  
1981 ‘Social aspects of endogenous intellectual creativity: the problem of obstacles – 
guidelines for research’, in A. Abdel-Malek and A.N. Pandeya (eds), Intellectual 
Creativity in Endogenous Culture, Tokyo: United Nations University. 
Alfred, Taiaiake 
1999 Peace, Power, Righteousness: An Indigenous Manifesto. Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Auditor General of Canada  
2008 First Nations child and family services program –Indian and northern affairs 
Canada. In Auditor General of Canada, Report of the Auditor General of Canada to the 
House of Commons. Retrieved from http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca. 
	   210	  
 
Atal, Yogesh  




2009 Indigenous-Centred Social Work: Theorizing a Social Work Way of Being In 
Wícihitowin: Aboriginal Social Work in Canada Sinclair, Hart and Bruyere (eds.) 
Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing. 
 
Baskin, Cindy  
2002 Circles of resistance: spirituality in social work practice, education and 
transformative change. Currents: New Scholarship in the Human Services, 1(1), 2-9. 
 
2009 Evolution and Revolution: Healing Approaches with Aboriginal Adults In 
Wícihitowin: Aboriginal Social Work in Canada Sinclair, Hart and Bruyere (eds.) 
Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing. 
 
Basso, Keith 
1996 Wisdom Sits in Places: Language and Landscape Among the Southwest Apache. 
University of New Mexico Press. 
 
Bennagen, P.L.  
    1980 ‘The Asianization of anthropology.’ Asian Studies, 18: 1–26.  
 
Bird, Elizabeth S. (ed.) 
1996 Dressing in Feathers: The Construction of the Indian in American Popular 
Culture. Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press.  
 
Blackstock, Cindy   
2003 First Nations child and family services: restoring peace and harmony in First 
Nations communities. In Kathleen Kufeldt and Brad McKenzie (Eds.), Child welfare: 
Connecting research policy and practice (pp 331-343). Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier 
University Press. 
 
Blackstock, C., Prakash, T., Loxley, J., & Wien, F.  
2005 Wen:de: We are Coming to the Light of Day. Ottawa: First Nations Child and 
Family Caring Society of Canada. 
 
Blackstock, Cindy, Brown, I., & Bennett, M.  
2007 Reconciliation: Rebuilding the Canadian child welfare system to better serve 
Aboriginal children and youth. In I. Brown, F. Chaze, D. Fuchs, J. Lafrance, S. 
McKay, & S. Thomas Prokop (Eds.), Putting a human face on child welfare: Voices 
from the Prairies (pp. 59-87). Prairie Child Welfare Consortium. 
 
Blackstock, Cindy 
	   211	  
2009 Why Addressing the Over-Representation of First Nations Children in Care 
Requires New Theoretical Approaches Based on First Nations Ontology. The Journal 
of Social Work Values and Ethics, Volume 6, Number 3 (2009)   
 
Blackstock  
2011 The Canadian Human Rights Tribunal on First Nations child welfare: Why if 
Canada wins, equality and justice lose. Children and Youth Services Review, 33, 187 - 
194. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.09.002 
 
Blaser, Mario, Feit, Harvey A. and McRae, Glenn (eds) 
2004 In the Way of Development: Indigenous Peoples, Life Projects, and 
Globalization.  London and New York: Zed Books. 
 
British Columbia Ministry of Children and Family Development  
2005 Aboriginal operational and practice standards and indicators. Retrieved from 
from http://www.cfncs.com/Resources/aopsi 
 
Bryce, P.H.  
    1922 The story of a national crime. Ottawa: James Hope and Sons, Limited. 
 
Boas, Franz  
1887  Notes on the Ethnology of British Columbia.  Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society,  24,  422-428. 
 
1889  Preliminary Notes on the Indians of British Columbia.  Report of the Fifty Eighth 
Meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, 236-242. 
 
Boddy, Janice 
2007 Civilizing Women: British Crusades in Colonial Sudan.  Princeton University 
Press. 
 
British Columbia Child, Family and Community Service Act 




    2004 Maps and Dreams. Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre. 
 
2000 The Other Side of Eden: Hunters, Farmers and the Shaping of the World. 
Vancouver and Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre. 
 
Buddle, Kathleen 
2005 “Aboriginal Cultural Capital Creation and Radio Production in Urban Ontario.” 
Canadian Journal of Communication 30(1): 7-40. 
 
Caldwell, G.  
	   212	  
1967 Indian residential schools: A research study of the child care programs of nine 
residential schools in Saskatchewan. Ottawa, ON: The Canadian Welfare Council. 
 
Clifton, James A. (ed.) 
1993 The Invented Indian: Cultural Fictions & Government Policies. New Brunswick 
and London: Transaction Publishers. 
 
Conklin, Beth and Laura Graham  
1995 The Shifting Middle Ground: Amazonian Indians and Eco-Politics.  American 
Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 97, No. 4. pp. 695-710.   
 
Desmeules, Gayle 
2007 A Sacred Family Circle: A family group conferencing model. In I. Brown, F. 
Chaze, D. Fuchs, J. Lafrance, S. McKay, & S. Thomas Prokop (Eds.), Putting a human 
face on child welfare: Voices from the Prairies (pp. 161-188). Prairie Child Welfare 
Consortium 
Duranti, Alessandro  
    1997 Linguistic Anthropology. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Emberley, Julia V. 
2007 Defamiliarizing the Aboriginal: Cultural Practices and Decolonization in Canada. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 
 
Enriquez (eds.)  
1994 Pamamaraan: Indigenous Knowledge and Evolving Research Paradigms, Quezon 
City: Asian Center, University of the Philippines, pp. 19–31. 
 
Enriquez, Virgilio G.  
1994 ‘Towards cross-cultural knowledge through cross-indigenous methods and 
perspective’, in Teresita B. Obusan and Angelina R.  
 
Environics Institute 
     2010 The Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study.  Toronto: The Environics Institute  
 
Fahim, Hussein  
1970 ‘Indigenous anthropolgy in non-Western countries’, Current Anthropology, 
20(2): 397. 
 
Fleras, Augie and Jean Leonard Elliott 
1992 The Nations Within: Aboriginal-State Relations in Canada, the United States, and 
New Zealand. Toronto: Oxford University Press. 
 
Flynn, Lindy-Lou 
2011 “Pains Indian Ways to Inter-tribal Cultural Healing in Vancouver.” In Aboriginal 
Peoples in Canadian Cities: Transformations and Continuities Howard, Heather and 
Craig Proulx, eds., 227-245, Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press. 
	   213	  
 
Forsythe, Mark and Greg Dickson 
    2007 The Trail of 1858: British Columbia’s Gold Rush Past. Harbour Publishing. 
 
Foster, L.  
2007 Trends in Child Welfare: What Do the Data Show? In L. Foster and B.Wharf 
(eds) People, Politics, and Child Welfare in British Columbia (pp.34-65). Vancouver: 
UBC Press. 
 
Foster, L. & Wharf, B.  
2007 Appendix 1: Key Events in British Columbia Child Welfare. In L. Foster and 
B.Wharf (eds) People, Politics, and Child Welfare in British Columbia (pp.251-265). 
Vancouver: UBC Press. 
 
Fournier, Suzanne and Ernie Crey 
1997 Stolen From Our Embrace: The Abduction of First Nations Children and the 




1992 The Imaginary Indian: The Image of the Indian in Canadian Culture. Vancouver: 
Arsenal Pulp Press.  
 
Fuller-Thomson, E.  
2005 Canadian First Nations grandparents raising grandchildren: A portrait in 
resilience. International Journal of Aging and Human Development, 60, 331 - 342. 
Gair, Susan and Debra Miles and Jane Thomson 
2005 Reconciling Indigenous and non-Indigenous Knowledge in Social Work 
Education: Action and Legitimacy. In Journal of Social Work Education, Vol. 41, No. 
2 (spring/summer 2005), pp. 179-190. Taylor & Francis, Ltd. 
 
Garroutte, Eva Marie 
2003 Real Indians: Identity and the Survival of Native America. Berkeley, Los 
Angeles and London: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Garydon, Jody 
2008 Canadian Aboriginal Reserves in Crisis: Long-Term Solutions Needed to Stop 
the Cycle of Poverty. In Aboriginal Rights November 14, 2008. 
 
Gough, Pamela 
2007 British Columbia’s child welfare system. CECW Information Sheet #54E. 
Toronto, ON, Canada: University of Toronto Faculty of Social Work. 
Gough, P.  
2006 Kinship care (Centre of Excellence for Child Welfare Information Sheet #42E). 
Toronto: Faculty of Social Work . Retrieved from http://www.cecw-
	   214	  
cepb.ca/publications/468 
Gough,	  P.,	  Shlonsky,	  A.,	  &	  Dudding,	  P.	  	  
2009 An overview of the child welfare systems in Canada. International Journal on 
Child Health and Human Development, 2(3), 357 - 372. 
Halpin, Marjorie M., and Margaret Seguin  
1990 "Tsimshian Peoples: Southern Tsimshian, Coast Tsimshian, Nishga, and 
Gitksan." In: Handbook of North American Indians, Volume 7: Northwest Coast, 
edited by Wayne Suttles. Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1990, pp. 267-284. 
 
Harding, Robert 
2006 “Historical Representations of Aboriginal People in Canadian News Media” 
Discourse and Society 17(2): 205-35. 
 
Harmon, Alexandra  
1998 Indians in the Making:  Ethnic Relations and Indian Identities around Puget 
Sound.    Berkeley:  University of California Press. 
Harris, Cole 
2002 Making Native Space: Colonialism, Resistance, and Reserves in British 
Columbia. Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press. 
 
Hart, Michael 
2009a Anti-Colonial Indigenous Social Work: Reflections on an Aboriginal Approach 
In Wícihitowin: Aboriginal Social Work in Canada Sinclair, Hart and Bruyere (eds.) 
Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing. 
 
Hart, Michael 
2009b For Indigenous Peoples, by Indigenous People, with Indigenous People: 
Towards an Indigenous Research Paradigm In Wícihitowin: Aboriginal Social Work in 
Canada Sinclair, Hart and Bruyere (eds.) Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing. 
 
Hawthorn, H. B., Belshaw, C. S., and Jamieson, S. M. 
    1958 The Indians of British Columbia. University of Toronto and UBC, Toronto. 
 
Hawthorn, H. B. and Tremblay, M. A. 
1966 A Survey of the Contemporary Indians of Canada: Economic, Political, 
Educational Needs and Policies. Department of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development, Ottawa. 
 
Helin, Calvin  
2006 Dances with Dependency: Indigenous Success through Self-Reliance. Vancouver: 
Orca Spirit Publishing and Communications. 
 
Henry, F. and C. Tator 
	   215	  
2002 “The Theory and Practice of Democratic Racism in Canada.” In Perspectives on 
Ethnicity in Canada: A Reader, Madeline A. Kalbach and Warren E. Kalbach, eds., 
285-302. Toronto: Harcourt Canada.  
 
Hettne, Björn  
1991 The Voice of the Third World: Currents in Development Thinking, Studies on 
Developing Countries No. 134, Budapest: Institute for World Economics of the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 
 
Hick, Steven 
2006 Social Work in Canada: An Introduction, 2nd edition.  Toronto: Thompson 
Education Publishing, Inc. 
 
Howard, Heather and Craig Proulx eds. 
2011 Aboriginal Peoples in Canadian Cities. Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfred Laurier 
University Press. 
 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada 
2004 Backgrounder: The residential school system. Retrieved from http://www.ainc-
inac.gc.ca/gs/schle.html 
 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada  
2007 Evaluation of the First Nations Child and Family Services Program. Hard copy of 
report. 
 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada  
2010a Implementation evaluation of the Enhanced Prevention Focused Approach in 
Alberta for the First Nations Child and Family Services Program. Retrieved from 
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/aiarch/arp/aev/pubs/ev/fcf/fcf-eng.pdf 
 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada  
2010b Indian residential schools: Frequently asked questions. Retrieved from 
http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/eng/1100100015798 
 
Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada  
2006  Indian residential schools in Canada: Historical chronology. Retrieved from 
http://www. irsr-rqpi.gc.ca/english/historicalevents.html 
 
Indian Residential School Survivors Society  
    2006 History. Retrieved from http://www.irsss.ca/. 
 
Johnstone, Barbara 
    2008 Discourse Analysis. Blackwell Publishing.  
 
Johnston, P.  
	   216	  








2009 Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts. 
Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press.  
 
Kozlowski, Anna, Vandna Sinha, Shawn Hoey and Linda Lucas 
2011 First Nations Child Welfare in British Columbia. Montreal, QC: McGill 
University, Centre for Research on Children and Families. 
 
Lassiter, Luke Eric 
2005 The Chicago Guide to Collaborative Ethnography. Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press. 
 
Lawrence, Bonita 
2003 “Gender, Race, and the Regulation of Native Identity in Canada and the United 
States: An Overview.” Hypatia 18(2): 3-31. 
  
Léveillé, Sophie, Nico Trocmé, Ivan Brown, and Claire Chamberland (eds.) 
2011 Research-Community Partnerships in Child Welfare. Toronto, ON: Centre of 
Excellence for Child Welfare. 
 
Macdonald, J. A.  
1985 The child welfare programme of the Spallumcheen Indian Band in British 
Columbia. In K. L. Levitt, & B. Wharf (Eds.), The challenge of child welfare. 
Vancouver: UBC Press. 
 
MacDonald, K., & Craddock, G.  
2005). Jordan’s principle: A child first approach to jurisdictional issues. In First 
Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada (Ed.), Wen:de: We are coming to 




McDonald, James A. 
2004 The Tsimshian Protocols: Locating and Empowering Community-based Research 
In Canadian Journal of Native Education Vol. 28, No. 1/2. pp. 80-91.  
 
1994 Social Change and the Creation of Underdevelopment: A Northwest Coast Case. 
American Ethnologist, Vol. 21, No. 1. (Feb.), pp. 152-175. 
 
	   217	  
Mihesuah, Devon A. 
    1996 American Indians: Stereotypes & Realities. Atlanta: Clarity Press. 
 
Menzies, Charles R. 
2004 Putting Words into Action: Negotiating Collaborative Research in Gitxaala In 
Canadian Journal of Native Education Vol. 28, No. 1/2. pp. 15-32.  
 
Miller, Bruce G. (ed) 
2003 Invisible Indigenes: The Politics of Nonrecognition. Lincoln and London: 
University of Newbraska Press.  
 
2008  Be of Good Mind: Essays on the Coast Salish.  University of Washington Press. 
 
2012 Oral History on Trial. Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press. 
 
Miller, J.R. 
2000 [1989] Skyscrapers Hide the Heavens: A History of Indian-White Relations   in 
Canada.  Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press. 
 
Milloy, John 
1999 A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residential School 
System, 1879-1986. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press. 
 
Milloy, J.  




2003 Hunters and Bureaucrats: Power, Knowledge, and Aboriginal-State Relations in 
the Southwest Yukon. Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press.  
 
Newhouse and Voyageur  
2005 Hidden in Plain Sight: Contributions of Aboriginal Peoples to Canadian Identity 
and Culture, volume 1. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 
 
Pacific Aboriginal Child Welfare Association  
    2011 Governance Report (hard copy) 
 
Perry, Adele 
2001 On The Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 
1849-1871. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001. 
 
Proulx, Craig 
2006 “Aboriginal Identification in North American Cities.” The Canadian Journal of 
Native Studies 26(2): 403-36. 
 
	   218	  
Public Health Agency of Canada 
2010 Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect-2008: Major 
Findings. Ottawa, 2010  
 
Raibmon, Paige  
2005 Authentic Indians: Episodes of Encounters from the Late-Nineteenth Century 
Northwest Coast. Durham and London: Duke University Press. 
 
Richardson, Cathy 
2009 Understanding the Métis in Social Work Practice In Wícihitowin: Aboriginal 
Social Work in Canada Sinclair, Hart and Bruyere (eds.) Halifax and Winnipeg: 
Fernwood Publishing. 
 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples  
1996 The Report on the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. Retrieved 
from http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/ap/rrc-eng.asp. 
 
Silver, Jim, Kathy Mallett, Janice Green, and Freeman Simard 
2002 Aboriginal Education in Winnipeg Inner City High Schools. Manitoba: Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives 
 
Sinclair, Raven 
2007 Identity Lost and Found: Lessons from the Sixties Scoop. In First Peoples Child 
& Family Review.  Vol. 3, No. 1 (pp 65-82).  
 
Sinha, Vandna and Anna Kozlowski 
2013 The Structure of Aboriginal Child Welfare in Canada. In The International 
Indigenous Policy Journal. Volume 4, Issue 2 
	  
Sinha, V., Trocmé, N., Fallon, B., MacLaurin, B., Fast, E., Prokop, S. T., ...Richard, K.    
2011 Kiskisik Awasisak: Remember the children. Understanding the 
overrepresentation of First Nations children in the child welfare system. Ottawa: 
Assembly of First Nations. 
	  
Sinha,	  V.,	  &	  Leduc,	  Y.	  	  
2011 Geographic boundaries and child populations served by First Nations and 
provincial/territorial child welfare agencies: Internal technical report. Technical report 
for the First Nations component of the Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child 
Abuse and Neglect (FNCIS-2008). 
 
Smith, Linda Tuhiwai 
    1999 Decolonizing Methodologies 
 
Statistics Canada  
	   219	  
2006 Aboriginal Peoples in Canada in 2006: Inuit, Métis and First Nations, 2006 
Census. Retrieved from http://www12.statcan.ca/census-recensement/2006/dp-
pd/hlt/97-558/index.cfm?Lang=E. 
 
Steckley, John L. and Bryan D. Cummins 
    2008 Full Circle: Canada’s First Nations. Prentice Hall. 
 
Tennant, Paul 
1990 Aboriginal Peoples and Politics: The Indian Land Question in British Columbia, 
1849-1989. Vancouver: The University of British Columbia Press. 
 
Trocomé, Nico, Della Knoke and Cindy Blackstock  
    2004. Social Service Review (December). The University of Chicago. 
 
Trocomé, Knoke, Shangreaux, Fallon, & MacLaurin  
2005 The experience of First Nations children coming into contact with the child 
welfare system in Canada: The Canadian incidence study on reported abuse and 
neglect. In C. Blackstock, T. Prakash, J. Loxley, & F. Wien (Eds.), Wen:de: We are 
com- ing to the light of day (pp. 60-86). Ottawa, ON: First Nations Child and Family 
Caring Society of Canada. 
 
Trocme´, Nico, Bruce MacLaurin, Barbara Fallon, Joanne Daciuk, Diane Billingsley, 
Marc Tourigny, Micheline Mayer, John Wright, Ken Barter, Gale Burford, Joe Hornick, 
Richard Sullivan, and Brad McKenzie 
2001. Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect: Final Report. 
Ottawa: Health Canada. 
 
Trocmé, N., Fallon, B., MacLaurin, B., Sinha, V., Black, T. L., Fast, E., . . . Holroyd, J.          
2010 Methodology. In Public Health Agency of Canada (Ed.), Canadian incidence 
study of reported child abuse and neglect 2008 (Chapter 2). Ottawa: Public Health 
Agency of Canada. 
 
Tully, James 
1995 Strange Multiplicity: Constitutionalism in an Age of Diversity.  Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Union of B.C. Indian Chiefs  
2002 Calling Forth Our Future: Options for the Exercise of Indigenous Peoples’ 
Authority in Child Welfare. Union of BC Indian Chiefs, British Columbia 
 
Wilson, Kathi and Evelyn J. Peters 
2005 “You can make a place for it’: Remapping Urban First Nations Spaces of 
Identity.” Environment and Planning: Society and Space 23:396-413.  
 
Wilson, Shawn 
	   220	  
2008 Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods. Fernwood Publishing: 







	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i The word “Indian(s)” will no longer appear in quotations, but will be capitalized throughout this paper.  
This capitalization is meant to signify that “Indian” is a legal designation, a political identity, and a 
racialized category that has been achieved and reproduced throughout the unfolding of post-contact history 
in the Americas. 
